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Description   
Inefficiencies in customs operations in Bangladesh have hampered the expansion of cross-border trade between 
Bangladesh and its neighboring countries. These were largely brought about by excessive documentary 
requirements for trade and long processing times for clearance. Customs automation, which was largely undertaken 
through the Automated System for Customs Data (ASYCUDA) in three ports (Chittagong, Dhaka, and Benapole), 
was partial at best. Several key functions were done manually and thus inefficient. Interface with other border 
agencies, and connectivity with banks, freight forwarders, and importers and exporters were lacking. Almost 100% 
physical inspection of cargoes at the customs stations is the norm as risk-based procedures had not been 
established. Information technology infrastructure for providing timely and relevant information on trade regulations 
and procedures to the trading community was limited.   
 

In September 2012, the Government of Bangladesh acceded to the Revised Kyoto Convention (RKC) of the World 
Customs Organization (WCO), through which the Government has committed to comply with international standards 
for modern customs administration. As a recipient of the South Asia Subregional Economic Cooperation Trade 
Facilitation Program1 (STFP) loan, approved in November 2012, the government agreed to a set of trade facilitation 
policy reforms, which are in line with the RKC. At the same time, Bangladesh Customs commenced upgrading of its 
automations system from ASYCUDA++ to ASYCUDA World, while the Ministry of Commerce (MOC), with the 
assistance of the International Finance Corporation, started to develop an online trade portal for traders and logistics 
operators. The technical assistance (TA) thus aimed to strengthen the government’s capacity to deliver the agreed 
policy reforms under STFP and commitments to the RKC, as well as put in place new systems or measures that will 
simplify customs processes and enhance the transparency and speed of transactions at the border checkpoints. 
 
Expected Impact, Outcome, and Outputs  
The TA impact was a reduction in time and cost to trade in Bangladesh. The outcome was better alignment of 
Bangladesh’s customs procedures and practices with internationally accepted standards. The TA had three outputs: 
(i) improved border clearance mechanisms, (ii) improved automation of customs, and (iii) enhanced trader access to 
information.  
 
Delivery of Inputs and Conduct of Activities  
The TA utilized 78% of funds and completion was extended twice to 31 July 2016 then to 31 December 2017 for a 
total of 29 months. The first extension was required as capacity building activities in 2014 were rescheduled to 
prioritize the fulfillment of the second tranche conditions of the STFP loan by the Government. The second extension 
was needed to respond to new activities requested by the National Board of Revenue (NBR)—the TA’s implementing 
agency—such as preparation of the trainer’s manual for post clearance audit. SARC held regular discussions with 
NBR, and conducted review and monitoring missions in cooperation with the Bangladesh Resident Mission. In light 
of the foregoing, ADB performance was considered satisfactory. 
 
Consultants were recruited following the Guidelines on the Use of Consultants by ADB, and in consultation with the 
NBR. Their individual terms of reference were adequate. Experts engaged by the TA delivered 33.2 person-months 
of international consulting services and 8.2 person-months of national consulting services.2 All consultants performed 
well and were rated satisfactory. 
 
The TA assisted in drafting amendments in the existing Customs Act, 1969; and conducted a regulatory impact 

                                                      
1  ADB. 2012. Report and Recommendation of the President to the Board of Directors: Proposed Loan for the South Asia 

Subregional Economic Cooperation Trade Facilitation Program. Manila. 
2  Six international consultants for trade facilitation, risk management and post-clearance audit (PCA), national single window 

(NSW) and customs information and communication technology, and customs modernization and reform, were engaged under 
the TA. In addition, two national consultants for trade and transport facilitation monitoring mechanism (TTFMM) baseline studies, 
and PCA training package were engaged. 



 
 

assessment of the amendments. The latter concluded that the amendments will foster transparency in customs 
procedures and accountability for better service delivery. Recognizing the extent of amendments needed, NBR then 
worked on drafting a new Customs Act, which underwent extensive and broad-based consultations with various 
stakeholders. Anticipating that rules and statutory regulatory orders will be required to enforce provisions of the new 
Customs Act, the TA helped draft rules and statutory regulatory orders for perishable goods, transit goods, appeals, 
temporary importation of goods, and authorized economic operator (AEO). The TA also assisted in drafting and 
updating standard operating procedures (SOPs), as well as action plans on risk management, PCA, assessment, 
physical inspection, and nonintrusive inspection. In collaboration with WCO, the TA supported training courses on 
customs valuation and combating counterfeiting and piracy. 
 
The TA helped prepare a directive that established an AEO program in Bangladesh through the introduction of 
Green Channel System. It prepared the design of the program, consisting of the strategy, risk methodology, benefits, 
qualification criteria, pilot planning, process, and organization. The TA further helped the AEO team prepare a 
medium-term AEO action plan, as well as a pilot plan and next steps. PCA was a key component in customs 
modernization, simplification, and harmonization of border procedures in Bangladesh. The TA developed systems-
based PCA applicable to the Bangladesh setting. Following after a series of training activities, the systems-based 
PCA was piloted at Chittagong and Dhaka custom houses involving the audit of 12 importers and/or exporters and 
evaluation of results. To ensure sustainable implementation of systems-based audits, the TA prepared for NBR 
drafts of the implementing guidelines and SOPs, an action plan, and organizational structure. The TA also developed 
a training package comprising training booklet, implementing guidelines and SOPs, and a manual for instructors in 
print and video form in English and Bangla. The entire training package helped build a pool of audit trainers in NBR.  
 
The TA also supported transport and trade facilitation monitoring and measurement (TTFMM) baseline studies in 
Bangladesh, jointly with the United Nations Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific (UNESCAP). 
TTFMM consisted of time release study, business process analysis, and time-cost-distance methodology. It covered 
processes for selected items exported from Bangladesh to Bhutan and imported from Nepal to Bangladesh that 
passed through Burimari and Banglabandha border crossing-stations. 
 

The TA conducted analytical work associated with the roll out of ASYCUDA World system and its enhancements, 
and supported the roll out of the system nationwide. An initial pilot NSW was also implemented in Chittagong 
Custom House involving NBR, MOC, and Ministry of Shipping. TA activities complemented those associated with the 
development of the Bangladesh Trade Portal, which was officially launched by MOC on 13 March 2016.   
 

JFPR was consistently highlighted as funding source of the TA, beginning with the TA signing and launch (December 
2013). The JFPR logo was included on all event banners and documentation; attribution was made during opening 
and closing remarks of ADB at all relevant events; and all events were showcased on www.sasec.asia, with JFPR 
noted as funding source. Project data sheets were regularly updated on www.adb.org. 
 

Evaluation of Outputs and Achievement of Outcome  
All TA outputs and performance targets indicated in the design and monitoring framework were successfully 
achieved. Output 1 targeted that by 2015, risk management systems are in place in at least two border checkpoints. 
Custom houses are now employing risk management effectively, particularly those at Chittagong and Benapole. A 
newly-formed central risk management committee at the NBR is envisaged to expand and effectively operate the 
system. The TA closely carried out institution and capacity building on AEO, PCA, and other trade facilitation 
measures through workshops, training including for trainers, and awareness-raising events. Almost 700 participants 
from NBR and other agencies, and the private sector benefited from these activities. The TA also completed the 
piloting of systems-based PCA and the plan for AEO pilot, serving as the anchor for future development of these 
programs by NBR. These activities laid down the basic and theoretical foundations, as well as groundwork for 
drafting the new Customs Act, which was largely compliant with the RKC. They also enabled key stakeholders to 
learn the benefits of and incentives from participating in AEO and PCA. Drafts of rules or SOPs on high priority 
provisions of the RKC also complied with international standards. The TTFMM baseline studies revealed bottlenecks 
that continue to hamper cross-border trade, which could be the bases for future reform measures.  
 

Output 2 target was that ASYCUDA World system is in place by 2015. This has been achieved, evidenced by robust 
progress in the successful roll out of the system. In 2018, the system was rolled out at 18 custom houses, land 
custom stations, off-docks, or depots. In 2016 and 2017, the system was rolled out in eight and five more locations, 
respectively. The STFP completion report also highlighted that ASYCUDA World has made exchange of information 
easier. The World Bank Domestic Logistics Performance Index (LPI) 2016 estimated that almost 86% of declarations 
were submitted and processed electronically and online. Another useful and relevant report prepared under the TA 
was a detailed diagnostic study of ASYCUDA World, which aimed at finding out its readiness as the central platform 
of the NSW, and recommending ways to maximize its efficiency and effectiveness. The TA further identified capacity 
building requirements and data production mechanisms for the effective use of ASYCUDA World, and came up with 
recommendations on how ASYCUDA World could help make custom operations become paperless.  
 

Output 3, which was targeted to be provided by 2015, involved the maintenance by MOC of the trade portal that can 

http://www.sasec.asia/


 
 

be accessed through a website by traders and logistics operations. At its launch in 2015, local media highlighted that 
the Bangladesh Trade Portal was South Asia’s first trade portal. As the official source of, and one-stop point for, 
information on Bangladesh exports and imports, and with links to government agencies, private firms and 
associations, and chambers of commerce and industry, traders have been using the Portal to obtain relevant trade-
related information.3 
 

On the outcome, the TA failed to achieve the stated target indicator using the World Bank logistics performance 
index (LPI) country ranking as data source: “By 2015, 10% improvement in the LPI ranking of Bangladesh (2010 
baseline: 79)”. For this reason, the TA is rated “less than effective”. However, on hindsight, there was a flaw in the 
choice of the indicator used. The LPI ranking of any one country is determined by many factors, including exogenous 
factors that are beyond the control of any one country. For this reason, the LPI national score should have been the 
appropriate indicator as it would more correctly reflect progress or decline arising from trade facilitation efforts under 
the TA. Furthermore, the overall LPI ranking and score are determined by six components, one of which is customs:4 
Given the outputs of the TA, customs was the only relevant LPI component, and should have been the appropriate 
performance indicator used. If the customs component of LPI was the performance indicator, Bangladesh’s score 
improved by 10% in 2016 (2.57) from the 2010 score (2.33).  
 
Overall Assessment and Rating  
Overall, the TA is rated successful. The TA was relevant to addressing major nontariff barriers to trade faced by 
Bangladesh, and in line with its customs modernization and reform programs. The TA was less than effective 
because even if it achieved all output targets and helped strengthen policy dialogue with Bangladesh on trade 
facilitation, there were shortcomings in achieving the outcome target. The TA was efficient as it was able to provide 
support in different areas with the limited resources available. The TA had to be extended by 29 months to allow it to 
focus first on supporting policy reform actions under the STFP, which was completed on 15 November 2015. The TA 
contributed significantly to the achievement of STFP on modern and effective customs management system, 
streamlined and transparent trade processes and procedures, and improved services and information to traders. The 
TA then proceeded to building the foundation and capacity of NBR in trade facilitation measures. The TA is likely to 
be sustainable. It has helped Bangladesh commit to adopting best practices under the WCO’s RKC and Framework 
of Standards to Secure and Facilitate Global Trade (SAFE), and the World Trade Organization Trade Facilitation 
Agreement (TFA), which it ratified on 27 September 2016.  
 
Major Lessons  
Capacity building on trade facilitation measures was a major concern of the TA since the level of knowledge and 
skills at baseline was low. The training courses and awareness raising events, particularly on AEO and systems-
based PCA, provided the foundation for their implementation. However, rolling out and implementing these 
measures require preparation time and a certain level of maturity of the officials involved. Coaching of relevant staff 
and officers can be an effective way of learning and acquiring the needed skills. The design of the AEO and PCA 
capacity building programs had considered first a pilot of processes to test their applicability and ease of 
implementation. Sustainability of training programs is a major concern in Bangladesh where officials are often rotated 
to different positions. Future assistance, therefore, on capacity building should enable knowledge transfer in a 
sustainable way, such as training of trainers or developing training videos that can be used by new staff even after 
the completion of the TA.    
 
Recommendations and Follow-Up Actions  
AEO and systems-based PCA are technical measures under the RKC and TFA. The design documents submitted to 
NBR, including action and pilot plans prepared by the teams concerned, with assistance from the TA, are highly 
recommended to be continued by NBR. The TA has laid down the groundwork for pursuing them. The results of 
TTFMM baseline studies in two land custom stations in Bangladesh recommended that bottlenecks in export and 
import could be removed through automation, NSW, online application, reduction of the number of documents, data 
harmonization, and simplification of procedures. These recommended actions would improve the time and costs to 
trade, and reduce the number of procedures and documents for export and import.  
 

 

 

Prepared by:  Aileen H. Pangilinan           Designation and Division: Senior Regional Cooperation Officer, SARC 

                                                      
3  The portal can be accessed at https://bangladeshtradeportal.gov.bd.  
4  The six components are customs, infrastructure, shipments, logistics, tracking and tracing, and timeliness. 

https://bangladeshtradeportal.gov.bd/

