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Harmony at Last
The Completed Harmonized Customs Bill

An ambitious project to harmonise the customs laws of
the entire CARICOM region was launched in the early
part of the 21st century spearheaded by the CARICOM
Secretariat. Technical assistance to support the draft-
ing and finalisation of the Harmonised Customs Bill
was provided by the the Caribbean Regional Technical
Assistance Centre (CARTAC) as part of their mandate
to provide technical assistance to revenue collection or-
ganizations in CARICOM Member States. Harmonisa-
tion would see businesses assured of equivocal
treatment by customs throughout the region is a major
step in improving the economies of every CARICOM na-
tion. Agreement on the Bill was finally reached in mid-
August of 2014 for member states of the CARICOM
Single Market and Economy (CSME). 

But there remained one outstanding issue: the drafting
of regulations. CARICOM mustered a consultancy com-
pany with the support of the ACP Business Climate Fa-
cility (BizClim) and the final phase of the project swung
into action. All CARICOM countries were visited by two
experts – one legal drafter and one senior customs 

expert – to determine their current legal status and the
resultant regulations drafted.

Policy makers will gather at two high level meeting in
February (Antigua & Barbuda) and March (Trinidad &
Tobago) 2015 to deliberate on the draft regulations
which if agreed will bring about significant change to
the CARICOM region. These joint meetings of the
Comptrollers of Customs and the Chief Parliamentary
Counsel of the CARICOM countries are the final sprint
to the finishing line of a marathon journey to bring to a
successful conclusion a long and sometimes arduous
task of producing a Harmonized Customs Bill complete
with Regulations for the entire CARICOM region.

The significance of this success can and should be de-
scribed as considerable or even momentous as its ef-
fect will be to allow businesses and trading partners
throughout the region a level of predictability and trans-
parency of the activities of the customs administrations
never before possible and the assurance that wherever
they trade within the region their treatment will be even
handed and fair.
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The Harmonization of Caribbean Community Customs
From Diversity to Harmony- The Journey

An important element of the strategic intent of the
CARICOM Single Market as set out in Article 95(2) of the
Revised Treaty of Chaguaramas is that “The Member
States undertake to establish harmonized customs leg-
islation and customs procedures in accordance with the
provisions of this Chapter” through the promotion of co-
operation amongst regional Customs Administrations.

It has been recognized that as the Region moves closer
towards regional integration, an enabling environment
that facilitates greater intra-regional trade must be
strengthened by the establishment of harmonized cus-
toms laws and procedures. To this end the Secretariat
sanctioned a series of joint meetings of customs offi-
cials and regional chief parliamentary counsel aimed
at developing harmonized customs legislation and reg-
ulations towards the consistent and transparent appli-
cation of customs procedures across the Region. More
specifically, this initiative aims at reforming and im-
proving Customs Legislation and Regulations to make
them more responsive to facilitate trade within CARI-
COM Member States and to provide for efficient and ef-
fective control by Customs Administrations. Other
benefits of harmonized customs legislation and regu-
lations include:

1.  Increased predictability of customs procedures at
ports of entry in Member States;

2.  Increased attractiveness of the Caribbean commu-
nity as a destination for foreign direct investment;

3.  Reduced clearance times for goods at ports of entry;
and

4.  Greater support of r regional companies as they ex-
pand their operations to other territories in the re-
gion in keeping with the Rights of Establishment
regime of the CSME.

As far back as 2003 the CARICOM Secretariat first com-
missioned the drafting of a model form of legislation
aimed at the harmonisation of customs legislation in
the CARICOM region. The intention was to produce a
Bill which would embody within it all the best proce-
dures of international customs administrations and at
the same time establish practices such as trade facili-
tation, predictability and transparency as the norm in
the region. Furthermore CARICOM member states
should be enabled to comply with what is required in-
ternationally of customs administrations under trade
agreements including “The International Convention on
the Simplification and Harmonization of Customs Pro-
cedures” (the Revised Kyoto Convention) which is es-
tablished as the blueprint for customs modernization.

The fruitful discussions which took place with local
stakeholders fed directly into the drafting of the harmo-
nized customs regulations and the guide to best 
practices.1 Both sets of documents were submitted to
the CARICOM Secretariat in January 2015 and subse-
quently circulated among CSME member states.

The resulting Bill gave birth to the concept of the now
proposed Customs Regulations and Customs Brokers
Regulations which support the objective of the CARI-
COM member states to make all customs administra-
tions within the CARICOM Single Market and Economy
(CSME) follow the same best practice customs rules
and procedures. The draft Model Bill which was first
produced in 2008 has undergone a number of modifi-
cations and refinements and the present draft Model
Customs Bill which was finally agreed to in August 2014
is an enhancement of the original Bill. An additional
benefit was its bringing into full effect the regions obli-
gations under the Revised Treaty of Chaguaramas
which gave birth to the CSME.

1Please refer to the previous section for a list of the four documents prepared.
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Final Agreement on Customs Regulations
Two Joint Meetings of Customs officials and Chief Parliamentary Counsel

Two meetings bringing together key customs decision
makers of the CARICOM region will be held to reach an
agreement on the harmonised customs regulations
which have been developed by a consultant team over
the past two months. In addition a Guide to Best Prac-
tices and Procedures in a Modern Customs Administra-
tion which accompanies the regulations will be
debated. Both meetings have to be seen in the context
of the CARICOM customs harmonisation process which
has been ongoing for over ten years.

It is envisaged that both meetings will be attended by
Customs Comptrollers and Chief Parliamentary Coun-
sel for the region of each CSME state that are jointly
charged with completing and agreeing the Harmonised
Customs Bill and Regulations.

The first event – the 8th Joint Meetings of Customs of-
ficials and Chief Parliamentary Counsel – will be held
over a full five day period in Antigua & Barbuda at the
Jolly Beach Antigua, from 23-27 February 2015. The
meeting will be of a technical nature to discuss the fol-
lowing documents:

1.  Guide to Best Practices and Procedures in a Modern
Customs Administration;

2.  Draft Model Customs (Compounding of Offences)
Regulations;

3.  Draft Model Customs Brokers Regulations;

4.  Draft Model Customs Regulations.

A second event – the 9th Joint Meetings of Customs of-
ficials and Chief Parliamentary Counsel – is then
planned to take place in Trinidad & Tobago from 23 to
26 March 2015 in the Hyatt Trinidad. It complements
and mirrors the first in terms of format and content.
However, it is envisaged that for the first meeting initial
discussions will have progressed to the point where key
critical dissonances on the four documents presented
will have been resolved. The second meeting will hence
serve to discuss issues which could not be addressed
during the first, and reach final consensus on the guide
and regulations.
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8th Joint Meetings of Customs officials and 
Chief Parliamentary Counsel
Format of the Meeting

The 8th Joint Meeting of Customs Officials and Chief
Parliamentary Counsel will see the participation of
about 36 delegates from across the CARICOM region.
The agenda has been designed both to allow a focus on
detail and to create an opportunity for networking be-
tween participants. All participants will have had the
opportunity to consider each document to be discussed
via official web link from the CARICOM Secretariat.

The meeting will primarily take place in plenary; break-
out sessions will be held to reach agreement on partic-
ularly sensitive issues. Lunches and coffee breaks will
provide an opportunity for informal discussion about
points raised during the sessions.

The meeting will be opened by Mr David Hales, Direc-
tor of External Trade at CARICOM Secretariat, on 23
February 2015. The press will be invited to the opening
and will have the opportunity for individual interviews
with key CARICOM representatives and the two experts
thereafter.

The remainder of the morning session of day 1 will be
dedicated to discussions on the Guide to Best Practices
and Procedures in a Modern Customs Administration.
This session will be headed by Mr Norman Shearer,

senior customs expert of the BizClim project support-
ing the CARICOM Secretariat.

The remainder of the event will be dedicated to detailed
discussions of the draft regulations as follows:

•  Day 1 - afternoon session: Draft Model Customs
(Compounding of Offences) Regulations;

•  Day 2 morning session: Draft Model Customs 
Brokers Regulations;

•  Day 2 afternoon session – morning session of day 5:
Draft Model Customs Regulations.

All discussions on customs regulations will be headed
by Mr John Elue Charles, senior legal drafter of the
BizClim project supporting the CARICOM Secretariat.

A press conference will be held during lunch break of
day 5, from 13:30 to 14:00 hours to present key out-
comes of the meeting. 

The meeting will conclude with closing remarks in the
afternoon session of day 5, during which recommen-
dations on next steps required to finalise the customs
harmonisation process will be discussed. 

Further information can be obtained at www.caricom-customs.com and www.caricom.org.
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