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Purpose
This guide helps importers, exporters and supply-chain teams build a defensible
customs compliance programme that protects market access, reduces delays,
prevents duty leakage and turns reliable trade data into a cost advantage.

Important notice: This publication provides general operational guidance, not legal, tax
or customs advice for a specific transaction. Customs rules, tariff schedules,
sanctions, trade remedies and permit requirements change frequently. Always validate
the current law, tariff and authority guidance in every relevant jurisdiction before
shipment.
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1. Executive perspective

Customs compliance is not a clearance activity performed at the border; itis an

enterprise control system spanning product design, sourcing, contracting, tax, finance,

logistics, data, security and post-entry review. The importer or exporter remains

accountable even where a broker prepares the declaration. A mature programme

therefore combines accurate data, documented decisions, trained people, controlled

third parties and continuous monitoring.

Protect revenue

Compliance value equation

Protect flow

Protect reputation

Correct duties, taxes,
refunds and
preferences

Fewer holds, predictable
clearance and resilient
routing

Defensible declarations,
ethical conduct and trusted-
trader status

Prevent overpayment
and duty leakage

Use advance data and
exception management

Evidence reasonable care and
voluntary compliance




2. The global regulatory architecture

Most national systems are built around common international instruments but
implemented through local laws, tariff schedules and administrative practice. The WCO
SAFE Framework links customs-to-customs, customs-to-business and inter-agency
cooperation, with its 2025 edition adding stronger emphasis on environmental
cooperation, MSME participation, ethical codes and insider-threat
controls.turn1search46 The WTO Trade Facilitation Agreement promotes transparency,
advance rulings, risk management, expedited release, appeal rights, customs
cooperation and simplified

Framework map

Framework What it governs Business response

WCO Harmonized International basis for tariff | Maintain governed product
System nomenclature classifications with evidence and
review cycles

WTO Customs Transaction value and Document price, additions,
Valuation alternative valuation related-party influence and
Agreement methods adjustments

WTO Rules of Origin | Non-preferential and Separate origin from shipping
/trade agreements | preferential origin country; retain proofs and

qualification calculations

WTO Trade Transparency, release, Use published procedures,
Facilitation rulings, appeals and advance rulings and compliant
Agreement cooperation correction channels

WCO SAFE / Customs-business Build auditable controls, security
national AEO partnership and supply- standards and trusted-trader
programmes chain security readiness

National customs, Registration, declarations, Create a country requirements
tax and agency laws | duties, VAT/GST, permits matrix and named legal owner
and records




3. Governance and accountability

3.1 Minimum governance model

« Board or executive sponsor: approves risk appetite, resources and remediation.

¢ Global trade compliance owner: maintains policy, country standards and
regulatory change control.

o Business process owners: own source data across procurement, sales,
engineering, tax, finance and logistics.

o Localresponsible officers: confirm registrations, permits, localfiling rules and
authority interactions.

 Independent assurance: tests programme design and operating effectiveness.

3.2 Core policy set

Maintain approved policies for classification, valuation, origin and preference claims,
export controls and sanctions, licences and permits, broker governance,
recordkeeping, prior disclosures and corrections, denied-party screening, supply-chain
security, gifts and anti-bribery, and regulatory change management. Each policy should
define scope, authority, control owner, frequency, evidence, escalation thresholds and
retention requirements.

4. Master data and transaction controls

Build compliance upstream. A shipment should not be released until the item, party,
value, origin, programme and document data pass defined checks. The product master
should hold a plain-language description, technical attributes, materials, function,
model, HS classification by jurisdiction, classification rationale, origin, preference
eligibility, export-control status, licence flags and review date.

Transaction gate: minimum pre-shipment checks

Control question Evidence

Parties Are buyer, seller, consignee, end- Timestamped screening result
user and intermediaries screened? | and escalation record

Goods Is the description sufficient to Specification, image/drawing,
classify and identify restrictions? composition and intended use

Value Does the declared value include all | Invoice, purchase order, freight,
required additions and exclude insurance, assists, royalties and
permissible deductions? adjustments

Origin Is origin supported under the Supplier declaration, bill of
correctrule? materials and production

records




Authority Are licences, permits, quotas, Approval number, validity,

approvals registrations and certificates valid? | quantity balance and issuing
authority
Declaration Do invoice, packing list, transport Document checklist and
record and customs entry independent review
reconcile?

5. Classification, valuation and origin

5.1 Tariff classification

1. Capture complete product facts; never classify from a trade name alone.

2. Apply the legal tariff text, section and chapter notes, and General Rules of
Interpretation in sequence.

3. Check explanatory notes, national rulings and court/tribunal decisions where
available.

4. Record the alternatives considered and why they were rejected.

5. Obtain an advance or binding ruling for high-value, novel or contentious
products.

6. Trigger reclassification review after design, material, use, supplier or tariff
changes.

5.2 Customs valuation

Start with the transaction value where legally available, then test required additions
such as assists, packing, selling commissions, royalties or licence fees, and proceeds
that accrue to the seller. Treat freight and insurance according to the destination
country's valuation rules. Related-party transactions require evidence that the
relationship did not influence the price; customs valuation and transfer pricing use
different legal frameworks, so reconcile policies, year-end adjustments and disclosures
across tax and customs teams.turn1search21 The OECD arm's-length principle
remains the global standard for pricing related-party cross-border

Incoterms® control: State the selected Incoterms® 2020 rule and named place
precisely in the contract and purchase order. The rules allocate cost, risk and
obligations but do not replace customs valuation law, determine title, or automatically
establish the importer of record.



5.3 Origin and preference

Country of origin is a legal determination, not simply the export country. Separate non-
preferential origin rules used for marking, trade remedies and statistics from
preferential rules used for reduced duties. Before claiming preference, verify that the
correct agreement applies; the tariff line qualifies; the product satisfies the applicable
rule; cumulation, tolerance and direct-transport rules are met; and the prescribed proof
is valid at the time of claim. Maintain supplier declarations, costing, bills of material and
manufacturing evidence for the full retention period.

6. Licences, sanctions and product controls

¢ Map goods against import and export prohibitions, restrictions, quotas and
product-specific agency requirements.

o Classify controlled technology and software as well as physical goods.

e Screen all relevant parties, vessels, banks, countries and end-use indicators
before contracting and again before shipment.

e Investigate ownership and control, not only exact-name matches.

¢ Apply destination, end-user and end-use controls; escalate diversion and
transshipment red flags.

e Maintain licence conditions, quantity/value debits, expiry dates and reporting
obligations in a central register.

e Stop and investigate any mismatch, unusual routing, vague end-use, split
payment or request to alter documents.

7. Broker, logistics and security management

Use a written broker instruction matrix that defines authorised declarants, data
sources, classification and valuation instructions, approval thresholds, correction
protocols, escalation contacts and document-return timelines. Measure brokers by
accuracy, amendment rate, timeliness, inspection outcomes, duty variance and
responsiveness—not only clearance speed. Obtain the final filed declaration and
reconcile it to commercial and logistics records.

Trusted-trader programmes are anchored in the WCO SAFE model. Typical criteria
include a strong compliance history, appropriate records, financial solvency, practical
customs competence and security controls; benefits may include fewer controls,
priority treatment and easier access to simplifications.turn1search13 SARS describes
its AEO programme as a customs-private partnership for secure and facilitated
legitimate trade and accepts applications through an automated process.



7.1 Security control baseline

¢ Risk-based vetting of employees, suppliers, carriers and facilities.

e« Physical access, visitor, seal, container, conveyance and cargo-integrity
controls.

e Cybersecurity for trade systems, credentials, interfaces and electronic
documents.

¢ Incident reporting, evidence preservation, business continuity and recovery
testing.

e Ethics code, anti-corruption controls and insider-threat awareness.

8. Technology, records and audits

8.1 Technology controls

Automate validated rules, not untested assumptions. Use role-based access,
segregation of duties, approval workflows, version-controlled master data, interface
reconciliations, duplicate-entry prevention, restricted-party screening, audit logs and
exception dashboards. Validate any artificial-intelligence recommendation against
authoritative legal sources and retain the human decision and evidence.

8.2 Recordkeeping file

Retain the declaration, invoice, purchase order, packing list, transport and insurance
records, payment evidence, freight adjustments, product specifications, classification
opinion or ruling, origin proof, permits, screening logs, broker instructions,
correspondence, inspection results, amendments and duty/tax reconciliations. Apply
the longest relevant statutory period where one transaction touches several regimes,
and ensure records remain readable, searchable and exportable.

8.3 Audit cycle

Define the population and risk-based sample.

Reperform classification, value, origin, duty, tax and licence decisions.
Reconcile customs entries to ERP, accounts payable, freight and inventory.
Quantify overpayments, underpayments and systemic causes.

Correct entries promptly through the lawful local mechanism.

Assess whether a voluntary disclosure is advisable.

Nooghk~kobdb=

Assign corrective actions with owners and deadlines; retest closure.



9. Regional operating considerations

Regional deployment lens

Priority considerations

Southern Customs registration and licensing, SARS/SACU procedures, import VAT,
Africa ITAC or other permits, SADC/AfCFTA and bilateral preferences, border-
post documentation and AEO readiness. SARS maintains the Customs
and Excise legal, tariff, forms and restricted-goods
resources.turn1search39

European | EORI, Union Customs Code procedures, customs value and origin,
Union product compliance, sanctions, trade remedies, carbon/environmental
measures and AEO. EU AEO operates as a customs-business
partnership based on WCO SAFE.turn1search14

United GB EORI, UK tariff, valuation, origin, licences, sanctions, postponed
Kingdom import VAT where applicable and UK trade agreement evidence.
United Importer-of-record accountability, reasonable care, binding rulings,
States partner-government agency requirements, forced-labour controls and

post-entry correction. CBP identifies reasonable care as a core
informed-compliance expectation.turn1search30

Asia- Country-specific importer registrations, valuation and royalty treatment,
Pacific regional preference rules, product approvals, advance filings, strategic-
goods controls and local-language documentation.

Middle Importer licensing, conformity programmes, legalisation/attestation,
East GCC and national tariff rules, free-zone movements, excise/VAT and
restricted-party controls.

Latin Importer registries, broker mandates, electronic invoicing, valuation
America databases, product registrations, labelling, foreign-exchange rules and
complex document formalities.

10. Cost optimisation without compliance compromise

e Preferential origin: claim only where qualification and proof are sustainable.

o Tariff engineering: assess lawful product design, configuration and supply
options before import.

¢ Valuation planning: identify permissible deductions and avoid double-counting
freight, insurance or post-import costs.

e Special procedures: evaluate warehousing, temporary admission,
inward/outward processing, drawback, rebates and free-zone regimes.



e« Dutyrecovery: review historical entries for overpayments within refund time

limits.

¢ Incoterms® and routing: align contractual costs, tax registrations, importer

responsibilities and available evidence.

¢ Trusted-trader status: pursue AEO or equivalent only after the control

environment is stable.

Red line: Cost reduction must never depend on false descriptions, unsupported HS
codes, understated value, fabricated origin, split invoices, misuse of low-value

thresholds, incorrect importer identity or concealed end-use.

11. Implementation roadmap and customer checklists

90-day implementation roadmap

Period

‘ Priority actions

Deliverables

Days 1-30: Map flows, registrations, entities, Risk register, legal-entity
Diagnose brokers, systems and high-risk lanes; map, broker inventory and
sample recent entries; identify urgent baseline accuracy report
gaps.
Days 31-60: | Approve policies, RACI, master-data Compliance manual,
Design fields, pre-shipment gates, escalation country matrix, broker SOP
and correction process. and control catalogue
Days 61-90: | Train staff, activate dashboards, review | Training evidence, KPI
Operate exceptions, correct errors and test dashboard, remediation plan
high-risk controls. and executive report
Quarterly Monitor law changes, audit samples, Quarterly assurance pack
thereafter review brokers, refresh classifications and continuous-
and report trends. improvement backlog

11.1 Shipment readiness checklist

e [JImporter/exporter registrations and broker authority are valid.

e [JAll parties and end-use have passed screening.

e [1Goods are accurately described and classified for the destination.

e [1Customs value and additions/deductions are documented.

e [10rigin and any preference claim are supported.

e [lLicences, permits, certificates and quota balances are valid.

e [Incoterms®rule, named place and importer responsibility are clear.

e [llInvoice, packing list and transport instructions reconcile.

e [1Advance cargo/security filings are complete and timely.

e [1The final customs declaration will be returned and reviewed.




11.2 Compliance health indicators

e Entry accuracy by element: classification, value, origin, quantity and procedure
code.

¢ Percentage of products with approved classification rationale and current review
date.

e Preference utilisation and preference exception rate.

¢ Amendments, penalties, inspections and release times by broker and lane.

e Dutyvariance between estimated landed cost and final declaration.

e Openremediation actions, ageing and repeat findings.

e Screening alerts, licence exceptions and security incidents.

¢ Training completion and competency assessment results.

12. Key resources

e WCO SAFE Framework of Standards 2025
o WTO Trade Facilitation Agreement resource

e WCO Guide to Customs Valuation and Transfer Pricing
e |CClIncoterms® 2020
e SARS Authorised Economic Operator programme

e SARS Customs and Excise portal

e CBP Reasonable Care guidance

e EU Authorised Economic Operator programme

RETAIL BEYOND BORDERS (PTY) LTD
Your trusted partner for customs, trade compliance, logistics and African market

expansion
www.retailbeyondborders.com



https://www.wcoomd.org/-/media/wco/public/global/pdf/topics/facilitation/instruments-and-tools/tools/safe-package/safe-framework-2025_en.pdf?la=en
https://tfafacility.org/publications-resources/trade-facilitation-agreement
https://www.wcoomd.org/-/media/wco/public/global/pdf/topics/key-issues/revenue-package/wco-guide-to-customs-valuation-and-transfer-pricing.pdf
https://iccwbo.org/business-solutions/incoterms-rules/incoterms-2020/
https://www.sars.gov.za/customs-and-excise/registration-licensing-and-accreditation/accreditation/
https://www.sars.gov.za/customs-and-excise/
https://www.cbp.gov/document/publications/reasonable-care
https://taxation-customs.ec.europa.eu/customs/authorised-economic-operator_en
https://www.retailbeyondborders.com/
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