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Dear Ms. ‘Utoikamanu,  

Thank you for your letter of 11 February 2021 inviting the World Customs Organization 
(WCO) to contribute to the United Nations Secretary-General’s report on the 
implementation of the Vienna Programme of Action for Landlocked Developing 
Countries to be submitted to the 76th Session of the UN General Assembly. 

I am pleased to provide the WCO report as set out in the attachment. 

The WCO remains committed to continue supporting the work of UN-OHRLLS in 
implementing the Vienna Programme of Action for Landlocked Developing Countries. 

 

Yours sincerely,  

 

 

Kunio Mikuriya 
WCO Secretary General 
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World Customs Organization 
Progress made in implementing the Vienna Programme of Action in the period 

January 2020 – March 2021 
 
The World Customs Organization (WCO) gratefully acknowledges the long-standing and fruitful 
cooperation that exists between the Organization, the United Nations Office of the High 
Representative for the Least Developed Countries, Landlocked Developing Countries and Small 
Island Developing States (UN-OHRLLS) and other development partners.  The WCO has 
contributed to improving transit systems for Landlocked Developing Countries (LLDCs) by setting 
standards for simplified and harmonized border procedures, delivering capacity building projects 
and enhancing cooperation and coordination with other development partners. 
 
I. Progress in standard setting 
(1) Accessions to the WCO Revised Kyoto Convention  
The International Convention on the Simplification and Harmonization of Customs Procedures, as 
amended, widely known as the Revised Kyoto Convention (RKC), is the blueprint for modern and 
efficient Customs procedures in the 21st century.  The RKC promotes trade facilitation and effective 
controls through its legal provisions that detail the application of simple, effective and predictable 
Customs procedures.  During the reporting period (January 2020 - March 2021), two LLDCs 
(Tajikistan and Turkmenistan) acceded to the RKC, thus bringing the number of LLDCs that are 
RKC Contracting parties to 21 (66% of the LLDCs). 
 
(2) Compendium of Best Practices in the area of Transit 
Following the launch, in July 2017, of the WCO Transit Guidelines, from November 2017 to 
April 2019, the WCO delivered regional workshops for all six WCO regions to promote the 
implementation of the Guidelines, further discuss challenges and possible solutions, and collect 
regional and national best practices in the area of transit.  The best practices collected through 
these regional workshops and as a result of a call for submission of best practices have been 
compiled in a Compendium of best practices in the area of transit.  The Compendium includes a 
total number of 34 best practices, grouped per WCO region.  Twelve of the submissions deal with 
transit policy issues in LLDCs.   
 
The best practices included in the Compendium provide practical examples of how WCO 
Members, both developed and developing, simplify and harmonize their Customs procedures and 
implement technology-driven and information and communications technology solutions to reduce 
trade costs and expedite international trade.  Thus, the objective of the new tool is to support 
Members in their efforts to enhance the transit regimes efficiency and effectively implement the 
relevant international legal framework such as the WCO RKC and the Agreement on Trade 
Facilitation of the World Trade Organization (WTO TFA), among others. 
 
The Compendium was endorsed by the WCO Policy Commission and Council in December 2020 
and is available here. 
 
(3) Harmonization of Customs transit procedures in railway transportation 
Responding to the accelerated development of railway transport corridors, the WCO is undertaking 
work aimed at the harmonization of Customs procedures in railway transportation, including the 
following issues:  
− Development of Guidelines for establishing an international postal rail transport service, in 

cooperation with the Universal Postal Union; 
− Possibility of harmonizing data elements to be used for Customs transit procedures by rail 

in cooperation with the relevant international organizations related to railways, based on the 
WCO Data Model (e.g. data element name, definition, common code);  

− Possibility of introducing passenger controls in rail travel, utilizing advance passenger data; 
and 

− Development and discussion of the draft WCO Railways Guidance based on WCO 
Members best practices to be collected via field studies and workshops.  The first draft of 

http://www.wcoomd.org/-/media/wco/public/global/pdf/topics/facilitation/instruments-and-tools/tools/transit/transit-compendium_2020_en.pdf?db=web
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the WCO Railway Guidance will be submitted to the WCO Permanent Technical Committee 
(PTC) in April 2021 for discussion. 

 
(4) Mitigating the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic 
Since the World Health Organization (WHO) categorized the outbreak of the novel coronavirus 
disease (COVID-19) as a pandemic on 11 March 2020, the WCO has been working relentlessly to 
support the Customs administrations worldwide in their efforts to facilitate the cross-border 
movement of relief and essential supplies, support the economy and sustain the supply chain 
continuity, as well as protect the Customs staff and the society.  
In December 2020, the WCO Council unanimously adopted a Resolution on the role of Customs in 
facilitating the cross-border movement of situationally critical medicines and vaccines. 
The WCO has issued the following non-binding guidance material: 
− HS classification reference for COVID-19 medical supplies developed in cooperation with 

the WHO; 
− List of priority medicines during the COVID-19 pandemic developed in cooperation with the 

WHO; 
− HS classification reference for INN List 124 COVID-19 (Special Edition) developed in 

cooperation with the WHO; 
− HS classification reference for vaccines and related supplies and equipment developed in 

cooperation with the WHO; 
− Secretariat Note on How to establish and utilize essential goods lists during a disaster; 
− Secretariat Note on What Customs can do to mitigate the effects of the COVID-19 

pandemic; 
− Secretariat Note on the Role of Customs in facilitating and securing the cross-border 

movement of situationally critical medicines and vaccines; 
− The WCO is developing Guidelines on disaster management and supply chain continuity.  

The final draft of the Guidelines will be submitted to the PTC in April 2021 for endorsement. 
 
(5) Gender equality and diversity 
In December 2020, the WCO Council unanimously adopted a Declaration on Gender Equality and 
Diversity in Customs, concerning efforts to make Customs administrations more inclusive. The 
WCO also launched, on the occasion of the International Women’s Day - 8 March 2021, the first 
edition of the Compendium of Gender Equality and Diversity in Customs which covers practices 
from LLDCs. The WCO also continues to carry out meetings of its Virtual Working Group on 
Gender Equality and Diversity with an increasing number of participating countries. 
 
II. Progress in capacity building delivery 2020-2021 
The WCO continues to deliver capacity building, technical assistance, and training to requesting 
Customs administrations to assist them with reform and modernization.  A number of LLDCs 
continue to benefit from the Organization’s expertise and experience in Customs technical 
assistance and capacity building.  Its network of accredited experts and comprehensive donor 
engagement mechanisms have enabled the WCO to continue to provide tailor-made support for 
effective trade facilitation and ensuring security of the global supply chain.   
 
(1) Transit Workshops 
From January 2020 to March 2021 the WCO Secretariat organized two transit workshops as 
outlined in the table below.  
 

WCO Sub-regional and National Transit Workshops 
 

Date Type of workshop Beneficiary 
17-21 February 2020 Sub-regional Members of the Association 

of Southeast Asian Nations 
(ASEAN) 

24-26 November 2020 National  Kazakhstan 

 

http://www.wcoomd.org/-/media/wco/public/global/pdf/about-us/legal-instruments/resolutions/resolution-facilitating-cross-border-movement-of-situationally-critical-medicines-and-vaccines.pdf?la=en
http://www.wcoomd.org/-/media/wco/public/global/pdf/about-us/legal-instruments/resolutions/resolution-facilitating-cross-border-movement-of-situationally-critical-medicines-and-vaccines.pdf?la=en
http://www.wcoomd.org/-/media/wco/public/global/pdf/topics/nomenclature/covid_19/hs-classification-reference_edition-3_en.pdf?la=en
http://www.wcoomd.org/-/media/wco/public/global/pdf/topics/nomenclature/covid_19/prioritization-medicines-list-during-covid_19-_v9_wco_en.pdf?la=en
http://www.wcoomd.org/-/media/wco/public/global/pdf/topics/nomenclature/covid_19/inn-list-124-covid-19-special-edition-english.pdf?la=en
http://www.wcoomd.org/-/media/wco/public/global/pdf/topics/facilitation/activities-and-programmes/natural-disaster/covid-19-list-for-vaccines/hs-classification-reference-vaccines-english.pdf?la=en
http://www.wcoomd.org/-/media/wco/public/global/pdf/topics/facilitation/activities-and-programmes/natural-disaster/covid_19/essential-goods-lists_guidance.pdf?la=en
http://www.wcoomd.org/-/media/wco/public/global/pdf/topics/facilitation/activities-and-programmes/natural-disaster/covid_19/covid_19-categorization-of-member-input_may-29-2020_edition-4_en.pdf?la=en
http://www.wcoomd.org/-/media/wco/public/global/pdf/topics/facilitation/activities-and-programmes/natural-disaster/covid_19/covid_19-categorization-of-member-input_may-29-2020_edition-4_en.pdf?la=en
http://www.wcoomd.org/-/media/wco/public/global/pdf/topics/facilitation/activities-and-programmes/natural-disaster/covid_19_vaccine/secretariat-note-vaccines_en.pdf?la=en
http://www.wcoomd.org/-/media/wco/public/global/pdf/topics/facilitation/activities-and-programmes/natural-disaster/covid_19_vaccine/secretariat-note-vaccines_en.pdf?la=en
http://www.wcoomd.org/-/media/wco/public/global/pdf/about-us/legal-instruments/declarations/gender-equality-declaration.pdf?la=en
http://www.wcoomd.org/-/media/wco/public/global/pdf/about-us/legal-instruments/declarations/gender-equality-declaration.pdf?la=en
http://www.wcoomd.org/-/media/wco/public/global/pdf/topics/capacity-building/activities-and-programmes/gender-equality/gender-equality-compendium_en.pdf?la=en
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The sub-regional workshop on transit for the ASEAN Members had 11 participants from six of the 
ASEAN Members. The Workshop was aimed at providing support to ASEAN Members in 
addressing any challenges they may face in the process of implementing the relevant international 
legal instruments in the area of transit, such as Article 11 of the WTO TFA and the ASEAN 
Framework Agreement on the Facilitation of Goods in Transit. 
 
The national workshop for the State Revenue Committee of the Republic of Kazakhstan had more 
than 45 participants and was aimed at providing information on the WCO instruments, tools and 
initiatives on transit facilitation, as well as at sharing and discussing good practices and challenges 
in implementing the relevant international legal framework, including Art. 11 of the TFA. 
 
In addition, the WCO took part in the Annual Ministerial Meeting of Landlocked Developing 
Countries held on 23 September 2020, where the WCO Secretary General highlighted the 
contribution of the Organization to an accelerated implementation of the VPoA in areas such as 
transit, trade and transport facilitation; ICT infrastructure and digital connectivity; public-private 
dialogue and private sector development; and the impact of COVID-19 on LLDCs. 
 
On 23 March 2021, the WCO Secretary General participated as a panelist in a Meeting on the 
impact of COVID-19 on LLDCs organized by UN-OHRLLS and Kazakhstan as a session of the 
WTO Aid for Trade Stocktaking event.  
 
(2) Support for West and Central Africa on interconnectivity of transit systems 
Interconnectivity of Customs systems to manage transit regimes between them is a priority for the 
Customs administrations in West and Central Africa, but also for economic operators, international 
institutions and development partners working in this region. The objective of interconnectivity is to 
secure, simplify and speed up the flow of commercial goods in transit, especially those coming 
from seaports and destined for the land-locked countries. 
 
From 2013 to 2018, the work on Customs systems interconnectivity progressed under the 
leadership of the WCO and ECOWAS and under Côte d’Ivoire’s EU funded Programmme d’Appui 
au Commerce et à l’Integration Régionale (PACIR).  This project made available expertise and 
financial resources for the elaboration of functional and technical specifications for transit 
interconnectivity and involved Côte d’Ivoire, Burkina Faso, Mali and Senegal.  
 
After several years of design and development, the interconnectivity of transit systems is becoming 
a reality in West Africa.  In March 2019, the Customs administrations of Burkina Faso and Côte 
d'Ivoire were the first to interconnect and manage their cross-border road transit operations as part 
of the Système Interconnecté pour la Gestion des Marchandises en Transit (SIGMAT) Project.  
In 2020, Benin, Niger and Togo connected to SIGMAT and started managing their common road 
transits operations.  In 2021, Burkina Faso and Côte d’Ivoire developed automated processes to 
manage rail transit movements between these countries with SIGMAT.  Mali and Senegal are 
finalizing their tests and should be connected to SIGMAT in the first half of 2021.  The 
operationalization of SIGMAT in other countries of the Economic Community of West African 
States (ECOWAS) has been delayed due the COVID-19 pandemic but is planned to be 
implemented later in 2021 and in 2022.  The SIGMAT Project is being implemented with the 
technical and financial support of several development partners, including the WCO. 
 
The implementation of Customs systems interconnectivity and computerized transit management 
will support the Members in West and Central Africa to implement the RKC, the WTO TFA and the 
Agreement Establishing the African Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA). 
 
(3) Other Capacity Building activities for LLDCs 
The WCO provides technical assistance and Capacity Building support to the Member Customs 
administrations of LLDCs in a broad range of Customs-related areas, other than transit. 
 
The WCO launched its Mercator Programme in June 2014 to ensure uniform implementation of the 
WTO TFA, using the WCO instruments and tools as most of the TFA provisions relate to Customs. 
The “tailor-made” track of the Mercator Programme focuses on meeting Members’ needs, including 
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those of LLDCs. The “tailor-made” track includes needs assessments, strategic planning and 
implementation, followed by monitoring and evaluation. Tailor-made assistance may come in the 
form of multi-year Mercator Programme plans or support for implementing specific TFA articles as 
part of on-going reform and modernization efforts. Moreover, the support includes establishing 
National Committees on Trade Facilitation (NCTFs), action planning, technical assistance in specific 
areas, etc.   
 
The WCO implements numerous programmes and projects that involve, inter alia, Capacity Building 
support to LLDCs.  A non-exhaustive list would include the UNODC-WCO Container Control 
Programme, the COVID-19 Project funded by Japan, the ESA Regional Project funded by Finland, 
the WCO/JICA Joint Project on Trade Facilitation, the WCO–Norad Anti-Corruption and Integrity 
Promotion (A-CIP) Programme, the HMRC-WCO-UNCTAD TFA Capacity Building Programme, the 
UK FCO-WCO Middle Income Countries (MIC) Trade Facilitation Programme, the WCO-SECO 
Global Trade Facilitation Programme (GTFP), the Sida-WCO Trade Facilitation and Customs 
Modernization Programme and the EU-WCO Programme for Harmonized System in Africa. 
 
Under the COVID-19 project, in the reporting period the WCO delivered three regional workshops 
on disaster management and supply chain continuity covering four out of the six WCO regions. 
 
III. Partnerships and other relevant considerations 
(1) Cooperation with other international organizations and the private sector 
The disruptions brought by the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic demonstrated the importance of 
freedom of transit and the need for smooth functioning of transit, transport and trade corridors.  
Recognizing the specific challenges faced by LLDCs, on 29 May 2020, UN-OHRLLS and the WCO 
issued a joint statement calling upon LLDCs and transit countries to maintain the continuity of 
international and regional supply chains during the pandemic. 
 
In addition to the joint statement with UN-OHRLLS, since the beginning of the pandemic, the WCO 
has issued joint statements and joint letters with the World Trade Organization (WTO), the 
International Civil Aviation Organization (ICAO), the International Maritime Organization (IMO), the 
Intergovernmental Organisation for International Carriage by Rail (OTIF) and the Organisation for 
Cooperation of Railways (OSJD), the Universal Postal Union (UPU), the International Chamber of 
Commerce (ICC) and the International Road Transport Union (IRU) that call for trade and transport 
facilitation and for sustaining the supply chain continuity. 
 
As of March 2020 the WCO Private Sector Consultative Group (PSCG) started holding weekly 
virtual meetings with the WCO Secretary General, Deputy Secretary General and the Chairperson 
of the Council in attendance. These meetings, that are now being held on a monthly basis, served 
as an example to Member Customs administrations to partner with the private sector at the 
national level in order to obtain status updates from different industries and tailor the solutions 
offered by Customs to the needs of the private sector. 
 
In addition to developing guidance, delivering capacity building activities and working closely with 
partner international organizations and stakeholders, the WCO efforts to support and guide its 183 
Members to mitigate the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic and ensure the supply chain continuity 
included the sharing of information and best practices and the coordination of Customs 
enforcement activities to protect the society. 
 
(2) WCO theme for 2021 
The WCO theme for the year 2021 is “Customs bolstering Recovery, Renewal and Resilience for a 
sustainable supply chain”. The year is dedicated to the united efforts of Customs to emerge from 
the coronavirus crisis and support people and businesses by strengthening the global supply 
chain, reinforcing collaboration, harnessing technology and putting “people” at the centre of the 
transformation process. 
 
Member Customs administrations are invited, during 2021, to promote their efforts and activities 
aimed at bolstering Recovery, Renewal and Resilience for a sustainable supply chain. 
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