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I. Introduction 

There are few things as important to a Chief 
Trade Officer (‘‘CTO’’) as reliable and accurate 
data. It’s what keeps the supply chain moving. 

Ensuring the CTO—or the customs and indirect tax 
professionals—have access to this data in a timely 
manner is critical. On any given day, an organization 
may be asked for the ten-digit tariff classification of a 
newly-sourced component that is en route to an over
seas manufacturing location. Or the revenue service 
may request information about the reported value of 
yesterday’s imported tooling from the parent com
pany. You may even face questions from customs au
thorities in emerging markets, keen to understand the 
country of origin of a new product, often to uncover 
potential anti-dumping duties. 

The implications of not having complete and cor
rect data immediately available could be significant. 
New components may not arrive at the assembly line 
on time; documentation relating to the tooling (or the 
tooling itself) may be examined before release; fin
ished products may be detained at the port while cus
toms authorities determine if it is subject to an 
antidumping order. As we have seen with recent port 
disruptions in the United States, profits can be signifi
cantly affected when imported parts or products are 
held up for any reason.1 

We believe that—to support ongoing and future 
trade activity—organizations should embrace the big 
data revolution. Indeed, as this article demonstrates, 
trade data can transform business across several key 
areas including customs, indirect tax and supply 
chain and, ultimately, can help empower the CTO to 
boldly take trade activity to a new level. 

II. Harnessing Trade Data for Reporting and 
Analytics 

The use of trade data to fulfil legal and procedural re
quirements is nothing new. In fact, for more than a 
decade, the World Customs Organization2 (‘‘WCO’’) 
has supported a data model that ‘‘provides an end-to
end view of regulatory information in the interna
tional supply chain and is a key enabler for 
governments and trade.’’3 The WCO data model is 
made up of certain data elements that are harmonized 
globally as used by importers, exporters, transporta
tion providers and government agencies. 

As of June 2014, almost two thirds of WCO member 
countries stated that they were in the process of 
adopting or reviewing the WCO data model require
ments at a national level.4 This is a good sign and sug
gests that more than half of the WCO member 
countries understand the benefits of ‘‘harmonizing 
data across border agencies in the context of a single 
window’’.5 And many are already taking steps toward 
automating their information systems to allow for the 
transmission and maintenance of data relating to 
trade activity in their own countries. 

All signs indicate that more countries will start 
aligning to the WCO data model soon. In fact, as gov
ernments increasingly move toward the implementa
tion (or mutual recognition) of customs programs like 
the Authorized Economic Operator program (part of 
the WCO’s SAFE Framework) or enact new require
ments for electronic or advanced cargo reporting, we 
expect to see a continued trend towards governments 
embracing trade automation and implementing local 
versions of the WCO data model. 
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Clearly, the ability to harness trade data is key to 
achieving end-to-end visibility throughout the supply 
chain. 

For the most part, finding the data is not the biggest 
challenge. In fact, there are several sources from 
which a CTO may obtain trade data, whether that be 
from the company’s global trade management solu
tion or enterprise resource planning system; from 
third party service providers; or from the various cus
toms, revenue and other government authorities that 
enable importers and exporters to retrieve trade data. 
The bigger challenge comes from ensuring that the 
data is reliable and captured frequently. 

Once pipelines to obtain the data are established, 
the possibilities are virtually infinite. Indeed, while 
this article focuses on the use of trade data in the 
areas of customs, indirect tax, and supply chain, it 
should not be difficult to imagine a much broader 
world of opportunity. Consider, for example, the 
breadth of data collected from a typical import decla
ration and how that data could be mined for value to 
facilitate informed decision-making throughout the 
organization. 

s	 Customs reporting: By collecting and mining 
global import activity data, a CTO can, for example, 
gain immediate insight into how much the com
pany spends on customs duties not only globally, 
but also by country, region, business unit, supplier, 
manufacturer and product. This can provide a key 
competitive advantage for the organization by help
ing decision-makers better understand potential 
customs exposure (on a loss of revenue basis for 
non-compliance) and identify opportunities to 
reduce their ‘‘above the line’’ import costs. 

s	 Indirect tax reporting: Indirect taxes are another 
critical component of the import function in many 
jurisdictions. As such, it is critical that the CTO has 
visibility into their value added taxes (VAT), goods 
and service taxes (GST) or other indirect taxes paid 
upon import. This, in turn, enables the CTO with a 
greater ability to manage cash flow when recover
ing import VAT/GST. Consider, for example, the 
sourcing decisions needed by a company with 
manufacturing facilities in two different countries, 
both of which can make the same product. Analyz
ing the customs and indirect tax data for the main 
raw material may lead the company to import more 
raw material into country A and source the material 
locally for country B, particularly if the duty spend 
in country A is lower and VAT/GST recovery is 
quicker. Clearly, having access to both data sets fa
cilitates the CTO’s ability to make well-informed de
cisions. 

s	 Supply chain reporting: The capture of trade data 
should also provide the CTO with a deep well of in
sight into their supply chain activities across their 
various partners including customs brokers, freight 
forwarders, carriers and other logistics providers. 
With this information, the customs and indirect tax 
professionals can team with the logistics depart
ment to establish key performance indicators 
(‘‘KPIs’’) on the services performed by supply chain 
partners. 

At one level, the monitoring of these metrics should 
help the organization to evaluate performance, sup

port supply chain security and identify external fac
tors impacting the supply chain. If, for example, the 
KPIs illustrate that two customs brokers differed on 
the average number of days to obtain customs clear
ance within the same country, CTOs would have the 
visibility into those metrics to understand what was 
driving that difference (whether that be differences in 
port congestion, that one broker may handle a prod
uct regulated by participating government agency re
quirements, or simply a performance issue with one 
of the brokers). Without this insight, the CTO’s orga
nization could experience profit erosion while the 
product waits to be released. 

III. Managing the Risk of Non-compliance 

As rules shift and compliance rises up the agenda, 
governments are increasingly realizing the value of 
capturing trade data to meet procedural and legal re
quirements. CTOs are also increasingly finding value 
in analyzing trade data to better manage compliance 
risks, particularly within their supply chains which 
often include international shipments between re
lated entities. 

We have seen multiple examples that illustrate how 
visibility into trade activity can support customs, indi
rect tax and supply chain compliance. Indeed, with all 
of the data that is now available, it would not be too 
difficult to envisage how data from import declara
tions and export filings could also be used to support 
compliance requirements in other areas such as anti-
money laundering, transfer pricing and social compli
ance. 
s Customs risk management: Not only does the 

availability of trade data allow the CTO to monitor 
daily trade activity in each country if desired, it also 
allows them to manage their risks better (for ex
ample, by reviewing products’ trade attributes ho
listically and focusing on the products with 
inconsistencies in areas such as tariff classification, 
free trade agreement usage, country of origin decla
rations, or reported values). At the same time, 
access to global trade data enables the CTO to de
velop defined processes around internal audits of 
import and export activity, document internal 
global policies in key areas and develop robust 
training programs. 

s	 Indirect tax risk management: Those organiza
tions capturing import VAT/GST as a data element 
on import declarations can, in near real-time, easily 
determine if they have underpaid or overpaid (or 
maybe not paid at all) and then take the appropriate 
corrective actions. Visibility into global trade data 
would enable CTOs to quickly respond to a tax au
thority’s request for proof of payment of VAT/GST 
on imported products by demonstrating how a VAT/ 
GST payment ties directly to an import declaration. 

s	 Supply chain risk management: Over the past 
two years, supply chains have been challenged by 
major and unanticipated disruptions (such as con
gestion in the US West Coast ports, labor issues, 
newly enacted trade sanctions, the possible inci
dence of the Ebola virus in certain ports in Africa 
and floods in Thailand). With global supply chains 
becoming increasingly complex and intercon
nected, it is vital that companies continuously 
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assess the risk of supply disruption. By analyzing 
the company’s trade data and involving multiple 
tiers of the supply chain (including suppliers, cus
tomers, logistics providers, distributors and manu
facturers), CTOs can start to develop a strategy that 
aligns business process and technology while offset
ting risk to the global supply chain.6 

IV. Generating Tangible Business Value 

With unfettered access to trade data for reporting and 
risk analysis purposes, CTOs can typically start to 
identify a return on the investment. In many cases, or
ganizations may find trade-related savings that can be 
achieved across the organization. 

s	 Customs savings: Visibility into data on imports 
and exports globally can help CTOs identify a re
duction of customs duties and fees through pro
grams such as free trade agreements, customs duty 
drawbacks, foreign trade zones or other duty defer
ral programs, or first-sale for export. 

s	 Indirect tax risk management: By analyzing indi
rect taxes paid on imports a CTO could, for ex
ample, evaluate the savings available from a EU 
customs warehousing opportunity by fully explor
ing the various customs duties and VAT paid upon 
entry declaration into the EU. In addition, a CTO 
could also use this data to determine VAT paid on 
an importation that could potentially be recovered 
through refund claims. 

s	 Supply chain savings: Trade data analysis could 
also help the CTO determine whether their com
pany could benefit economically from using differ
ent logistics providers that may offer better freight, 
insurance or carrier rates or near-shoring produc
tion of certain products. Alternatively, the CTO may 
use the trade data to determine whether their com
pany should consider consolidating import declara
tions or even move to self-filing of import 
declarations to help reduce the landed cost of im
ported products. 

V. Let Your Trade Data Take Your Business to the 
Next Level 

With the benefits of trade data in the areas of report
ing, analytics, compliance, and savings opportunities 
now becoming increasingly clear, we believe that the 
CTO is now well-positioned to transition from a reac
tive mode to a proactive position with leading prac
tices. 

The trade technology and processes that should 
now be available to the CTO can be used in a multi
disciplinary fashion to complement work performed 
in the same areas by other stakeholders (such as tax, 
supply chain, ethics and compliance, or procurement) 
to facilitate informed decision-making throughout the 
organization. 

Indeed, we firmly believe that—by adopting trade 
data analytics—CTOs should now be well positioned 
to help generate tangible business value that is benefi
cial to the organization as a whole. 
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