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Paperless trade: is automation of trade 

procedures and documents the only way 

to go after COVID-19? 
 

Rwanda, through the National Trade Facilitation Committee (NTFC) housed 

at the Ministry of Trade and Industry (MINICOM) and with support of 

TradeMark East Africa (TMEA) has been at the forefront in implementing 

trade facilitation initiatives and reforms meant at facilitating cross border 

trade (export, import and transit). These include the implementation of WTO 

Trade Facilitation Agreement (TFA) that the country ratified, and which 

came into effect on 22nd February 2017.  

 

When implementing reforms, trade facilitation explores the possibilities that 

modernization can bring to speedy processing of trade and customs 

declarations. Online publication of trade information, customs automation, 

e-payment, electronic single windows, acceptance of digital copies are 

examples of trade facilitation measures that are possible thanks to the new 

technologies.  

 

With the outbreak of COVID-19, movement of people during the pandemic 

lockdown period has been severely restricted. As a result, some countries 

accelerated the shift to electronic application, submission, processing and 

exchange of trade documents and information with a view to reduce the 

need for face-to-face interaction that facilitate the spread of the virus.  This 

rapid transformation aligns with the call for digitization of trade procedures 

and documentation that is enshrined in the TFA.  

 

The lessons learnt below describe benefits associated with Paperless Trade 

(automation of trade procedures and documents) and pinpoint some areas 

of inefficiencies that require further improvement with a focus on Rwanda 

as a case study.  

 

 

REPUBLIC OF RWANDA 
 

Ministry of Trade and Industry 

June 2020 



 
 

2 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Paperless trade has gained a lot of importance during COVID-19 and is an opportunity to seize to 
instigate durable change for the future.  The statement of Heraclitus of Ephesus that "There is nothing 
permanent except change" is true today than ever. The coronavirus pandemic has been making the 
headlines for several weeks now. Before it ends, there will have been many changes in the world, both 
negative and positive. Some changes have already negatively affected many economic sectors 
including world trade which is set to fall by between 13% and 32% in 2020 according to WTO trade 
statistics and outlook.  
 

Among the positive changes to note, however, is the acceleration of reforms to move from paper-based 

to paperless trade to prevent the spread of COVID-19 through the in-person exchanges of printed trade 

documents. Export-import are complex transactions with several intertwined phases such as sales, 

transportation, insurance, payment and customs that can be greatly simplified through increased 

automation.  

 

Indeed, in each of the above phases, a huge amount of paperwork is involved including issuance of 

export-import documents such as commercial invoices, packing lists, certificates of inspection, export 

and import licenses, bills of lading, insurance, customs bonds, customs declarations, etc. Traditionally, 

this paperwork is required to be exchanged in a physical format among several parties from different 

countries involved in one or more phases of transactions.  

 

Measures put in place to contain COVID-19 have encouraged Governments and businesses to provide 

their services and operations online in order to limit physical interactions that could amplify the spread 

of the pandemic.   

  
In Rwanda, many trade facilitation agencies 

have allowed traders to use scanned 

documents for export and import and 

enabled online application for licenses and 

certificates. These moves towards 

automation are highly supported by the 

National Trade Facilitation Committee, as 

per its mandate to simplify procedures using 

tools such as the Trade Portal 

(https://rwandatrade.rw/), analyze 

procedures and identify areas with 

immediate room for simplification. 

 

As an illustration, the decision of Rwanda 

Inspectorate, Competition and Consumer 

Protection Authority (RICA) to remove the 

requirements for traders to physically collect hard copies of Phytosanitary or Sanitary/Veterinary 

certificates at their office by allowing the use of scanned copies has been highly appreciated by traders. 

With the outbreak of COVID-19, RICA has moved to paperless certificates for exporters and importers 

of animal resources commodities. The measure is meant to continue beyond the COVID-19 crisis and 

will be promoted by NTFC as a best practice to other institutions. Other agencies implementing similar 

measures include Rwanda Food and Drugs Authority, Rwanda Standards Board, Rwanda Agriculture 

and Animal Resources Development Board and National Agricultural Export Development Board. 

 

LESSONS LEARNED 

Lesson 1: Increasing need and demand for Paperless Trade as a 

result of COVID-19 outbreak  
 

A huge amount of paperwork is involved while 

exporting or importing goods including 

issuance of export-import documents such as 

commercial invoices, packing lists, certificates 

of inspection, export and import licenses, bills of 

lading, insurance, customs bonds, customs 

declarations, etc. In the way that international 

trade traditionally operates, this paperwork is 

required to be exchanged in a physical format 

among several parties from different countries 

involved in one or more phases of transactions.   

https://rwandatrade.rw/
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Paperless trade through automated procedures and documentation brings many benefits including 

reducing trade costs, saving time and frustrations from traders, modernizing public administrations and 

fostering technological capacities. On the cost reduction side, trade facilitation is particularly useful for 

developing countries as endogenous trade costs are higher in developing countries than developed 

countries.   

 

Coming back to the decision by RICA, quick calculations revealed that the administrative burden cost 

associated with procedures to apply and collect a Phytosanitary certificate at RICA has been reduced 

by 12%, according to the Rwanda Trade Portal system. Paperless trade usually brings significant time 

and cost reduction for firms. Such improvements, especially when combined with other measures for 

other mandatory trade procedures can be a game changer for smaller firms in particular, 

disproportionally burdened by high trade costs.  

Among the many beneficiaries of the new measure is Mr. Dawson RUBANZACUMU, owner of Veggie 

Fresh Ltd, interviewed for this purpose. Mr. Dawson is a young and energetic entrepreneur who has 

been in business for just one year and a half. He exports Hot Pepper, Green chili, Avocados (Fuertes), 

Garden eggs, Sweet potatoes, and Passion fruits which need all a Phytosanitary certificate before being 

exported to Europe (UK) and Middle East mainly in UAE (Dubai) where he supplies those produce. 

Mr. Dawson applies online for all required documents. For the Phytosanitary certificate, he now receives 

the scanned copy smoothly through his e-mail and welcomes the change because in his experience 

non-automated procedures and 

documents delay services which is 

especially problematic when it comes to 

perishable goods that can suffer 

damage. 

 

Some years back, Rwanda introduced 

the Electronic Single Window (ReSW) to 

enhance the efficient exchange of 

information between traders and 

Government agencies facilitating cross 

border trade. The impact of automated 

trade through the Electronic Single 

Window is that total clearance time was 

reduced from 3 days 1 hour in 2011 to 

just 8 hours on average in 2017. The 

implementation of ReSW managed to 

waive the costs associated with customs 

exemption applications, saving the 

trader US$ 54.3 for each online transaction. The costs were also reduced in the transport sector after 

implementing the Single Window at Dar es Salaam and Mombasa ports within the framework of the 

Single Customs Territory with daily average cost saving of US$ 225 secured by transporters.  

 

 

 

 

LESSONS LEARNED 

Lesson 2: Paperless Trade leads absolutely to time and costs 

reduction for traders 
 

 

The story of Mr. Dawson RUBANZACUMU is a great 

example of the positive impact and good lesson 

learned. He is the owner of Veggie Fresh Ltd, a 

young and energetic entrepreneur who has been 

in business for just one year and a half. He exports 

Hot Pepper, Green chili, Avocados (Fuertes), 

Garden eggs, Sweet potatoes, and Passion fruits 

which need all a Phytosanitary certificate before 

being exported to Europe (UK) and Middle East 

mainly in UAE (Dubai) where he supplies those 

produce. Mr. Dawson is now able to save up to 12% 

of total procedural cost to apply and get a 

Phytosanitary certificate. 

 

file:///C:/Users/safari/Downloads/rwandatrade.rw
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Rwanda has registered good progress in automation but there are some other areas that need further 

improvement.   

Article 8 of the TFA mandates cooperation between border regulatory agencies on two levels: national 
and international. In order to facilitate trade, all national authorities and agencies responsible for border 
controls and procedures dealing with importation, exportation and transit of goods (such as those 
issuing licenses and certificates, testing laboratories, etc.) should cooperate with one another and 
coordinate their activities to provide a better end-to-end experience for traders. The Agreement also 
requires Member countries that share a common border to cooperate with one another with the aim to 
facilitate trade.  

Cooperation in terms of sharing information and facilities such as hard and soft infrastructure in easing 

movement of goods at the borders is critical. OECD statistics on trade facilitation indicators in the area 

of border cooperation and automation reveal that Rwanda improved its performance on automation of 

trade procedures and documentation from 2015 to 2017 (the latest statistics available) scoring above 

1 point but still significantly below the 2 points representing top performance.  

 

Rwanda matches or exceeds the average performance of low-income countries in all Trade Facilitation 

Indicators ‘areas including automation but is still below the best performance. This performance was 

made possible by the Single Window enabling existing IT systems to accept and exchange data 

electronically and improving the quality of telecommunication and IT infrastructure in place. 

Full automation of trade procedures to create a true single window experience for the user 

encompassing all permits, licenses and clearance procedures for the trade of all products will require 

even higher levels of coordination and collaboration between border agencies, sharing of trade 

information and integration (interface) of electronic systems to expedite the movement of goods. 

 

LESSONS LEARNED 

Lesson 3: Coordination and cooperation among border agencies is 

key for effective automation 
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Joint efforts from public and private entities, and cooperation with regional as well as international 

partners are crucial. Rwanda National Trade Facilitation Committee (NTFC) should continuously serve 

as a focal point to coordinate these efforts.   

As for the private sector, its advocacy role for simplified procedures and automated systems is 

paramount and undoubtedly desired to quickly and fully move to paperless trade. For this to happen, 

Private businesses are encouraged to invest and champion automation in their internal systems. 

Further, they will need to effectively advocate through national and regional advocacy platforms and 

claim for faster and better services in the areas of simplification and automation to ensure there is 

change of the way services are delivered from the usual paper-based practice. In Rwanda, the NTFC 

encourages the active and continuous participation of the private sector to advocate and help steer 

such trade facilitation reforms. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
In the long-run a transition to paperless trade using digital technologies, is inevitable for export-import 
transactions. Paperless trade through automated procedures and documentation requires reforms and 
investment in modern technologies. 
 
In order to move to full automation and improve paperless trade, Rwanda should further invest in IT 

facilities, and scale up trade facilitation reforms through simplification, harmonization, review of legal 

instruments and interface or integration of different trade facilitation IT systems.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

LESSONS LEARNED 

Lesson 4: Private Sector advocacy role is pertinent to influence Trade 

Facilitation Reforms 
 

LESSONS LEARNED 

Lesson 5: Full Paperless Trade requires investment in IT 

infrastructure for both public and private sectors 
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Nowadays, the old traditional paper-based trade cannot contain efficient international transaction in the 

21st century. Technology is innovative enough to enable the transition. The move to 100% digital trade 
requires a change of mindset and good will and dedication from trade facilitation agencies to initiate the 
required reforms including amendment of the regulatory frameworks that make mandatory the 
exchange of trade documents and information in a paper format. It also requires embracing immediate 
switch to paperless trading to fully mitigate the potential implications of COVID-19 and at the same time 
safeguard and maintain the global trade flow of information on trade in goods.  

 
To sum up, Rwanda needs to keep up the momentum and expand to new areas where automation of 
trade procedures and documents is being done. Persistent efforts are therefore needed to pursue 
automation in other institutions facilitating trade where digitalization is still desired.  
 

Evidence has shown that trade facilitation reforms with the greatest benefit are in the areas of formalities 

(simplification and harmonization of documents, automation and streamlining of procedures) and 

information availability. Comparatively, Rwanda has good IT infrastructure that can be leveraged to 

facilitate further automation. Automation efforts can rely on in-depth information on trade procedures in 

the Rwanda Trade Portal www.rwandatrade.rw1 to conduct business process analysis, and on its 

Administrative Cost Burden Module which allows agencies to estimate procedural and administrative 

costs. 

Considering the trade flow increases and costs reduction potential of the policy areas highlighted above 

and considering the areas where Rwanda has not yet reached best performance, Rwanda would benefit 

from continued improvements on automation of trade procedures and documentation in the following: 

➢ Risk management applied and operating in an automated environment;  
➢ Electronic application and issuance of trade licenses and certificates;   
➢ Use of Digital certificates and signatures; 
➢ Import and export procedures allowing electronic payment of duties, taxes, fees and charges 

(including inspection fees, licenses, permits and other fees) collected upon importation and 
exportation; 

➢ Electronic payment system integrated with the automated declaration/cargo processing system 
and,  

➢ Electronic exchange of trade certificates through integrated IT systems.   

 
 

 
1 Implemented with support of TradeMark East Africa (TMEA) and UNCTAD. The Portal empowers 

government officials, namely those who are members of NTFC, to evaluate the necessity of the 
physical steps involved and to take emergency measures to simplify and automate procedures 
 

CONCLUSION  

http://www.rwandatrade.rw/

