
 
 
WTO Trade Facilitation Negotiations in Sri Lanka by Mr. V.S. Sidath Kumar 
A. Introduction 

Sri Lanka, formerly known as Ceylon, is an island in the Indian Ocean with an area of 65,610 
square kilo meters.  The country is strategically located at the crossroads to the east and west. 
Colombo is the country's commercial capital while Sri Jayawardenepura Kotte is the 
administrative capital. 

 
The population of Sri Lanka is about 20 million.  The Gross domestic Product (GDP) of the 
country grew by 6% and  per capita income remained at of US$ 1,197 in the year 2005. For the 
last 20 years the country has maintained an average annual GDP growth of 5%. Agriculture, 
Industry and Services have accounted for 17.2%, 27.0% and 55.8% of the GDP in 2005 
respectively. The value of exports and imports of the country remained at US $ 6,347 million and 
US $ 8,863 million in 2005 respectively. Sri Lanka’s major export items are the traditional 
agricultural products such as tea, rubber, coconut and spices and industrial products such as 
textiles and garments, ceramic products, footwear, gem and jewellery and petroleum products. 
Main imports are petroleum, fertilizer, chemicals, textiles and clothing, machinery and equipment, 
building materials, transport equipment, rice, sugar, and wheat.  

 
 Sri Lanka liberalized its economy in 1977.  It is today, South Asia's most open economy and has 
a relatively well developed capital market and infrastructure especially in the sea-borne trade.  Sri 
Lanka is a founding member of the GATT/WTO. 
 
B. Trade Facilitation (TF) in Sri Lanka 

1. Responsible Agency 
 
Sri Lanka, being a highly trade dependent small economy with import/export trade contributing 
nearly 70% of her GDP, has been in the forefront of launching negotiations in the WTO even 
before the WTO Ministerial conference in Cancun.  This is due to the belief that trade facilitation 
brings direct benefits to the business community and to the government in terms of faster delivery 
of goods, reduction of transaction cost and economic efficiency.  

 
The Department of Commerce, which comes under the purview of the Ministry of Trade, 
Commerce, Consumer Affairs and Marketing Development is the National Focal Point in Sri 
Lanka for implementation of trade facilitation measures. The  Department of Commerce has been 
working closely with the Department of Customs and other stakeholders such as the Department 
of Agriculture, the Department of Animal Production and Health, Board of Investment, Sri Lanka 
Ports Authority, Sri Lanka Standards Institute and leading Chambers of Commerce in Sri Lanka in 
implementation of the TF activities.  
 

2. Major initiatives on TF and on-going Workshops 
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The government of Sri Lanka has taken steps to strengthen the ability of the Department of 
Customs to cope up with the increasing demand for speeder clearance of goods, better services 
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to the business community, effectiveness in revenue collection and align the operational system 
of Customs to international standard. 

 
The Department of Customs established an Automated Data Processing unit in 1993.  Since 
1994, entry lodgement and assessment are done by the ASYCUDA(Automated System for 
Customs Data), a computerized customs management system which covers most of the foreign 
trade procedures.  The system handles and manifests the customs declaration, accounting 
procedures, transit and suspense procedures.  In 1999, the system was migrated to ASYCUDA 
++ which has enable the entire accounting and statistics of Customs recoveries done through the 
computerization process.  Further, an Electronic Data Interchange (EDI) project was introduced 
by the Department of Customs in 2004.  A software has been developed to build up the user 
interface for interchange of data.  About 5000 customs declarations are submitted electronically 
per month, and exporters and importers use this facility. 

   
A Pilot workshop on TF was held in Sri Lanka in June 2005 in association with the Sri Lanka 
Customs under the in sponsorship of the World Customs Organization (WCO) and the World 
Bank (WB). The Pilot Workshop aimed at creating a real time analysis and reporting link between 
Geneva based negotiators and the capital based specialists and stakeholders, establishing an 
appropriate coordination mechanism  within the capital, creating awareness among the 
government and semi-government agencies, private sector and members of the civil society 
about the importance and benefits of the TF. 

 
Subsequent to the Workshop, the Department of Commerce established a Co-Coordinating 
Group (Core Group) with representatives from the key stakeholders. The purpose was to look into 
every possible avenue in the implementation of the TF related works. The Core Group has met 
several times at the Department of Commerce to formulate Sri Lanka’s position at the WTO 
negotiations.  

 
In the context of the OECD Global forum on trade series, a global forum on the TF was held in Sri 
Lanka in October 2005 to discuss implications of the ongoing negotiations on the TF for 
developing countries. 

 
Further, the UNCTAD conducted a sub-regional workshop on trade facilitation for the SAARC 
member countries in collaboration with the Department of Commerce in Colombo in June 2006.  
This workshop provided the opportunity to the capital-based experts to exchange views on the 
GATT 1994 Article V, VIII and X and on the potential impact of the various proposals discussed at 
the WTO Negotiating Group on Trade Facilitation. 

 
3. Prevailing Sri Lanka’s Position on GATT Articles V, VIII and X 

 
The Department of Commerce  being the   National Focal Point in Sri Lanka for the TF-related 
activities under the WTO Negotiating Group on the TF,  is currently working towards the TF 
measures as defined by WTO (July Package) according to the GATT 1994 Articles V, VIII and X  
(freedom of transit, fees and formalities, and publication and administration of trade regulations) 
respectively. Sri Lanka’s prevailing position on these GATT Articles are given below: 
 

Article V – Freedom of Transit 
 

(i) Non-discrimination prevails in transit of goods 
(ii) Simplified clearance procedure is in operation 
(iii) Guarantees are accepted in the clearance process 
(iv) Pre-arrival clearance scheme is in operation for courier cargo. 
(v) Separate express declaration processing is done for perishable/urgent cargo 
(vi) Post clearance audit scheme has been introduced 
(vii) Risk Assessment based selectivity scheme is in operation 

 
Article VIII – Fees and Formalities 
 

(i) General disciplines on fees and charges on importation and exportation are partially 
implemented. 



 3

(ii) Non discrimination prevails on fees and formalities. 
(iii) Online payment system available in a limited scale. 
(iv) Customs Declaration (CUSDEC) is in uniformity with UN lay out key 
(v) Processing of Customs goods declaration is automated. 
(vi) Single window is partially operated 
(vii) Customs brokers are not mandatory for baggage clearance 
(viii) Border agencies cooperation is in practice 
(ix) Pre-shipment inspection does not prevail. 
(x) Consular transaction does not prevail. 
(xi) Licensing required only for a few items. 

 
Article X – Publication and Administration of Trade Regulations 
 

(i) Publication of trade regulations – some stakeholders are in the process of web 
publication. 

(ii) Internet Publication – Most organizations provide limited information and also in the 
process of publishing in the web. 

(iii) Publication of penalty provision – Stake holding agencies currently publish in the 
government gazette and some instances publish in institutional web sites. 

(iv) Establishment of Enquiry points – Stake holders currently maintain their own 
information centers. 

  
  Sri Lanka and the WTO TF negotiations  
 
1. Link and communication mechanism with the WTO and other FTA negotiating teams  
 
The Department of Commerce is the focal point and the responsible agency on Sri Lanka’s bilateral, 
regional and multi-lateral trade negotiations. There are advisory committees/core groups/consultative 
committees etc. for the negotiating activities. All the line ministries, agencies and private sector 
concerned are members of the committees. From time to time, the committee members meet and 
exchange their views/comments/ recommendations with the negotiators.  
 
2. Proposals submitted  
 
 The Department of Commerce had several meetings with the stakeholders as mentioned above and 
prepared Sri Lanka’s position/comments on the proposals made by the WTO member countries and 
submitted to the WTO.  
 
Way Forward / Identification of Modalities of a TF Agreement from Sri Lanka’s perspectives  
 
It is pertinent to mention that the WTO has to initiate a suitable mechanism for members to identify the 
prevailing national position in relation to trade facilitation as per some benchmarks defined by the WTO. 
The period of implementation of the TF measures and the transition period could be decided according 
to the above classification.  
 
As defined in some of the WTO agreements such as the TRIPs and the SPS, there should be a 
recognized standards-setting mechanism/organization to play a key role in setting the acceptable 
standard and benchmarks for the WTO members. This will assist in harmonizing the standards across 
globe and to exchange ideas and views along with experiences in applying the various agreed methods 
and standards.  
 
It is important that the TF reforms should be categorized as per its own merits and priorities and it 
should be a part of the national economic agenda of the member countries. 
 
The developing countries should seriously consider in collaborating with each other to share good 
practices / own experiences in the TF as this will shorten their learning curve.  
 
Developed countries and the designated international organizations should provide well focused, 
identified and committed technical assistance on capacity building and provision of funds to developing 
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economies to upgrade and update human resources and the essential infrastructure. There also should 
be direct binding between the commitments of these facilities and implementation.  
  
The end result of the TF is export promotion, FDI promotion, economic development and finally 
improvement of living standard of general public. The element of the forthcoming TF agreement should 
be well focused to achieve this task.  
 
In view of the relatively low level of development and limited availability of resources the commitment 
should not go beyond the implementation capacities of the member states.  
The developing countries should study the text-based agreement, its bindings with the capacities of 
implementation and prepare the modalities accordingly.  
 
The developing nations should not forget the fact that in view of the WTO’s nature of single 
undertaking, the benefits as well as commitments will be obligatory without any discrimination. 
Therefore, the modalities should be well prepared giving careful consideration to the strengths and 
weaknesses and should be negotiated in conformity with the national economic agenda.  
  
 The forthcoming WTO Agreement on the TF will be very much different from rest of the WTO 
agreements due to its highly complex, far reaching and wider nature of the areas to be covered. The 
text of the agreement and its modalities should be very clear and extremely definitive if the entire WTO 
membership needed to be adhering to it. Adequate provision of Special and Differential treatment 
should be an essential element and integral part in the TF Agreement. 
 
Currently Sri Lanka together with rest of the developing countries is trying to understand thenature of 
the future TF agreement, the countries specific strengths and weaknesses, national position on the TF-
related issues and needs and priorities.  There is no argument that the implementation of proper TF will 
bring tremendous support towards sustainable development, poverty alleviation and much efficient, 
transparent and highly predictable multilateral trading environment.  
 
There is a clear distinction between various negotiations taking place at the WTO and negotiations on 
the trade facilitation as the measures proposed towards simplification of GATT articles V, VIII and X are 
more complex and technically more complicated to implement given the existing position of developing 
countries in general and in the context Sri Lanka’s position in particular mainly due to the limited 
resources and comparatively low level of development compared with the developed economies. One 
of the major concerns for Sri Lanka is that some commitments we have to make might be beyond our 
implementation capacity.  
 
Even though various agencies have promised technical assistance and capacity building support these 
may not be adequate to meet the needs as Sri Lanka needs considerable amount of funds to uplift and 
upgrade related infrastructure needed for proper implementation of well focused trade facilitation 
systems 

 
Conclusion  
 
One of the main areas in the trade facilitation, which has been recognized as important by all members 
of the WTO is the provision of technical assistance and capacity building to allow developing countries 
and the Least Developed Countries (LDCs) to fully participate in and benefit from the negotiations.  Sri 
Lanka is in a region composed of developing and least developed countries, and it is therefore vital for 
us to put forward a strong position on this issue.   It should continue to emphasize the need to link 
technical assistance and capacity building to the current negotiations.  This is clearly in line with our 
mandate in the WTO negotiation, which calls for an innovative approach in linking commitments to 
technical assistance to be provided and the assumption of commitments to be geared to the 
implementation capacities of developing countries.  

 
 
 
Department of Commerce 
Colombo  
Sri Lanka 
10.08.2006 
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