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The Regional Policy Forum on Trade Facilitation and SMEs in Times of Crisis took place in 

Beijing, China, on 20-22 May 2009. It was jointly organized by the United Nations Economic 

Commission for Asia and the Pacific (ESCAP) and the World Bank Research Group, in 

collaboration with the China Council for the Promotion of International Trade (CCPIT). The 

objective of this forum was to provide an opportunity for government officials, researchers, and 

private sector participants from the region to discuss trade facilitation for SMEs to tackle the 

challenges posed by the on-going financial crisis, and identify policy recommendations and 

options that may be considered by governments. Back to back with the forum, a roundtable 

meeting was held on 22 May 2009 with a focus on examining the progress of WTO negotiations 

on trade facilitation and related Aid for Trade initiatives and needs in Asia and the Pacific. 

 

The topics addressed by the forum included: 

• Trade facilitation and SMEs in times of crisis, with the aim of examining the impact of 

the crisis and the role of trade facilitation in promoting SME development; 

• Trade facilitation and development projects in today’s economic context, with the aim of 

identifying good practices in implementing trade facilitation measures, reviewing the 

indicators to identify key problematic areas and measure in trade facilitation; 

• Impact of IT-based trade facilitation measures on SMEs, with the aim of assessing the 

benefits of IT-based trade facilitation measures and initiatives, and examining the 

adoption of IT-based trade facilitation measures in the region; 

• Customs procedures and trade logistics, with the aim of discussing how to improve 

Customs administration and develop trade logistics systems to better serve SMEs. 



 

The Forum was attended by 60 participants from 20 economies of the region - Afghanistan, 

Australia, Bangladesh, Cambodia, China, Hong Kong, China, China, India, Indonesia, Republic 

of Korea, Lao PDR, Malaysia, Mongolia, Nepal, Pakistan, Philippines, Singapore, Sri Lanka, 

Thailand, Vietnam –, bringing together experts and representatives from government agencies, 

research institutions, trade promotion organizations, and enterprises as well as representatives 

from international organizations such as ESCAP, World Bank, World Customs Organization, and 

the World Trade Organization. The meeting was opened by Mr. Yu Ping, Vice-Chairman of 

CCPIT, Mr. Ravi Ratnayake, Director of the Trade and Investment Division, ESCAP, Mr. John 

Wilson, Lead Economist, Development Research Group of World Bank. The opening session was 

moderated by Mr. Diao Mingsheng, Permanent Representative of China to ESCAP.  

 

The Forum agreed that SMEs play an important role in economic and social development of the 

region, as they provide the majority of employment opportunities, including for a large proportion 

of women. As such, SMEs significantly contribute to the increase of income and poverty 

reduction both in the urban and rural areas, although they often account for a limited percentage 

of the total international trade flows of many countries in the region. 

 

The Forum observed that SMEs face serious constraints in both developing their business and 

participating in international trade. The major constraints include regulatory policy uncertainty, 

lack of trade finance, non-transparent customs & trade regulations, cumbersome administrative 

procedures and documents, discriminatory practices, and inadequate or inefficient transportation 

and logistics infrastructure and services. The limited human and financial resources of many 

SMEs often make these constraints binding, preventing their participation in international trade 

altogether.  

 

The Forum expressed its concerns about the on-going financial crisis and global economic 

downturn which aggravated the situation of SMEs. Overseas orders have decreased significantly 

since the last quarter of 2008, especially in terms of labor intensive products. It was widely 

recognized that SMEs were affected disproportionately by the plummeting external demand and 

increasing default risks in many developed country markets. In this context, taking trade 

facilitation measures to rationalize trade procedures and facilitate SMEs’ access to trade finance 

was thought to be particularly important. 

 



The Forum found that the global financial crisis has made financing and managing the risk of 

international transactions more challenging and costly. Both short-term and long-term measures 

were necessary to facilitate access to trade finance, particularly for SMEs. In countries where a 

trade finance infrastructure already exists, increasing the capital and resources available to export 

credit agencies or import-export banks was envisaged, as this would enable these organizations to 

provide adequate amounts of export credit insurance and guarantees to SMEs. This could be done 

in collaboration with relevant international financial institutions (IFIs) as well as export credit 

organizations in developed and developing trading partner countries. Learning lessons from the 

2007 Asian financial crisis, it was also suggested that private commercial banks should support 

and collaborate closely with exporters, as unduly restricting access to credit may adversely and 

significantly affect their client base and the overall economy in which they operate. 

 

The Forum agreed that high trade costs and time delays caused by the lack of efficient behind-

the-border trade and transport facilitation systems have a significant negative impact on export 

competitiveness. Countries should turn the crisis into an opportunity by carrying reform in these 

areas, as countries accelerating trade facilitation reforms during these difficult times would be 

best positioned to reap the benefits from the future recovery in global demand. Trade facilitation 

measures that could reduce export costs and time on the one hand, and ensure timely and 

inexpensive imports of raw and intermediate products on the other, were seen as essential to 

increase the probability of SMEs becoming exporters and their export propensity.  

 

The Forum recognized that significant improvements have been made in last few years towards 

rationalizing trade procedures and documents. However, trade facilitation performance still varies 

widely across Asia-Pacific countries and regions and there is still much room for improving the 

trading environment in many countries. The participants agreed that it was necessary to take a 

pragmatic and holistic approach in implementing trade facilitation measures, as such measures 

should respond to the specific development needs and priorities of each country. Strong political 

commitment was identified as a key factor in making progress in trade facilitation, as reform in 

this area required cooperation between many stakeholders and government agencies to succeed.   

 

The Forum discussed the particular importance and impact on SMEs of the use of information 

and communication technology (ICT) for trade facilitation. The use of ICT in trade and customs 

administration can generate substantial benefits, such as speeding up the movement of good, 

reducing regulatory compliance costs, facilitating risk management and improving security, 



increasing transparency, increasing supply chain efficiency, increasing the accuracy of trade, 

transport and customs data. Unfortunately, the sharing of country experiences during the Forum 

revealed that the use of ICT for trade facilitation remained very partial in many countries of the 

region, such that SMEs could often not derive significant benefits from the on-going 

computerization and automation initiatives. The participants agreed that it was necessary to 

promote, to the largest extent possible, the adoption of IT-based trade facilitation measures such 

as national single windows. As the percentage of use of internet by SMEs is quite low, to 

maximize the benefits and ensure the effective use of IT system, it is also necessary to improve 

the overall national IT infrastructure and increase awareness of IT systems for trade facilitation 

among SMEs. 

 

The Forum observed that the costs associated with customs and other border-related regulatory 

formalities could be as or more significant than the actual tariff duties. SMEs preferred to rely on 

customs house agents (CHAs) for their customs-related operations, as they found the costs in 

terms of manpower requirement and time were too high, in part due to lack of full automation and 

one-time submission systems but also they believe that they lacked the specialized knowledge to 

file their own documents efficiently. As CHAs were found to have an important influence on the 

time and costs associated with fulfilling trade procedures and control requirements, the Forum 

agreed that improving the services of CHAs was important for SME trade facilitation. . 

 

The Forum noted that a well-developed and modern domestic logistics service sector was key to 

the participation of SMEs in international trade, as these enterprises need to rely on third party 

logistics providers to effectively compete and become part of regional and global production 

networks. In this regard, the participants also called upon countries to improve transport and port 

infrastructure, maximize the use of IT in logistics management and facilitate development of an 

express shipment industry that could meet the logistics needs of SMEs. At the regional level, 

particular attention was needed on ensuring interoperability of electronic trade and single window 

platforms and related documents. This would require adoption of common technical standards 

and harmonization of legal frameworks, which could be possibly facilitated by the recently 

established UN Network of Experts for Paperless Trade (UNNExT). 

 

The importance of cooperation and partnership between public and private sectors in terms of 

trade facilitation was also stressed by the participants, particularly at a time when governments 

were introducing new procedures and requirements due to heightened supply-chain security 



concerns. Recognizing in particular the need to strengthen the representation of SMEs in trade-

related consultation mechanisms, institutionalization of public-private sector cooperation on trade 

facilitation was recommended to allow for the timely identification of needs and priorities. The 

importance of monitoring progress on trade facilitation using established methodologies, such as 

the WCO time release study methodology, and/or through independent third parties – e.g. experts 

from academia or research institutions – was stressed.  

 

The Meeting expressed its deep appreciation to the China Council for the Promotion of 

International Trade (CCPIT) for co-organizing and hosting the Regional Policy Forum on Trade 

Facilitation and SMEs in Times of Crisis, and appreciated the active contributions by all the 

participants. 
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