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SINGLE WINDOW FOR FOREIGN TRADE (VUCE)
Case Study - Colombia
I. GENERAL OVERVIEW/REASONS FOR REFORM:
	What is the Single Window for Foreign Trade (VUCE)?
	The Single Window for Foreign Trade (VUCE) is a computer tool for the electronic processing of prior authorizations, permits, certifications or approval required by the various government bodies to carry out import and export operations.  The software developed for the VUCE ensures that the various procedures are technically and legally secure by providing for digital signature and online payment.
The VUCE consists of four modules:
Imports:  Electronic processing of prior licensing (non‑automatic licences) and import registration (automatic licences).
Exports:  Electronic processing of prior authorizations for export.
Single Foreign Trade Form (FUCE):  Electronic processing for prior registration with the various bodies.  The FUCE consists of the following three sections:

· RUT ‑ RUE:  Identification and classification of the natural or legal person concerned.

· Common:  Specifies the procedure in question and standardizes product information.

· Details:  Specific information of particular interest to each body.

Simultaneous inspection of goods:  Electronic procedure to ensure coordination between the various border control services, so that inspection of exports for customs, sanitary and narcotics control purposes can be performed simultaneously.  It also provides for the establishment of timetables, electronic payment and risk profile management.

	1.
Why did Colombia decide to implement the VUCE?
	The decision was taken in order to put an end to the existing system, under which the various bodies involved in foreign trade formalities operated without any coordination, limitations or common approach, following different lines of procedure.  This situation gave rise to duplication of requirements which, owing to the absence of interaction, data management and coding of languages, could not be pinpointed except from within a given body.  This led to periods of inactivity in the processing of formalities and detracted from the transparency and efficiency of government action.
The chain of government formalities relating to foreign trade operations comprises 18 government and one or more private bodies (Chambers of Commerce), and accounts for at least 30% of business formalities.  The transaction costs incurred in connection with the formalities required for foreign trade activities raised the cost structure of businesses, which ultimately had a relative impact on investment or increased the price of goods and services, adversely affecting domestic competitiveness.
In order to remedy this situation, Decree 4149 was issued in December 2004.  This Decree constitutes the legal basis needed to operate the Single Window for Foreign Trade.
The main reasons for implementing the Single Window for Foreign Trade were the following:

1.
Security:  Although the paper used for these formalities provided the necessary security guarantees, it could be falsified, placing the information and documents at risk, and could potentially give rise to illegal transactions, with the risk of imported products affecting human, animal and plant health, and even national security.
2.
Costs:  Implementation of a strategy of this kind would clearly represent cost savings in terms of paper, ink and archiving resources (space, personnel, movements, etc.).

3.
Opportunity for users:  Both importers and exporters in cities other than Bogotá had to factor in additional waiting time as documents were dispatched from one place to another, as well as other costs.  A key factor in the competitiveness of Colombian businesses lies in the opportunity to place products abroad and to introduce their goods or services into the marketplace.

4.
Transparency:  It is difficult to value the transparency factor in economic terms.  However, it allows each procedure to be followed up by the user, customs agents or designated representative as well as the bodies involved in the procedure, by electronically accessing the VUCE system through the Internet, thus avoiding corruption.

5.
Control and Evaluation:  Management indicators show the time needed to process a trade formality.  There are also early warning and escalation mechanisms to indicate when a trade formality takes longer than the appointed time.
In view of the above, it was necessary to acquire a tool for the Ministry of Trade, Industry and Tourism to coordinate, automate and control the procedures relating to foreign trade operations, thus incorporating into a single system the activities of all officials involved in issuing authorizations, determining charges, and delivering the certifications and approvals necessary for importing and exporting goods.

	2.
What was the starting point?  (e.g. were you already implementing this measure but made improvements or was it introduced as a new measure?)
	Foreign trade operations have traditionally involved a number of bodies, with individual responsibility for regulation and control under different sets of rules, which operated independently of each other without taking into account what the other related bodies were doing and each acting according to its own interests.
There was no common objective enabling the bodies responsible for control to work in a consistent manner.  Consequently, there was no interaction or unity of concepts.
Moreover, importers had to go from one body to another, applying to each one for the necessary authorizations.
This wasted a great deal of time, hampering the normal flow of trade.
In addition, the fees charged for each of the services provided by the various government bodies had to be paid and online payment allowed so that users engaged in foreign trade would not have to go to the banks or the corresponding bodies in order to submit the documents pertaining to the import or export process.
The objective is defined as a process whereby importers can complete formalities out of their own businesses, without physically having to go to the financial or government institutions concerned, in an integrated and user‑friendly format that is highly secure and accessible through the Internet.
In view of the above and pursuant to Directive No. 02 (Government Online), a preliminary study was carried out to find the best solution for streamlining foreign trade operations, which made it possible to adjust and decide on the features and technical elements required for the software.

	3.
Was the measure implemented as part of an overall reform programme or on its own?
	The Single Window for Foreign Trade (VUCE) was implemented pursuant to the policy for the facilitation and rationalization of procedures, under the Programme for the Restructuring of Public Administration, by the Ministry of Trade, Industry and Tourism, with support from the Office of the Vice‑President of the Republic, and in coordination with the National Planning Department and the Administrative Department of Civil Service, as well as 17 bodies involved in the foreign trade process.
Advance work was carried out on the subject of trade facilitation, in a move to rationalize and automate foreign trade procedures and taking into account the guidelines established in the 2004 policy document "CONPES
 3292:  Project for the Rationalization and Automation of Procedures".
This led to the issuing in 2004 of Decree 4149 establishing the Single Window for Foreign Trade (VUCE), which enables the administrative bodies concerned to share relevant information and users to obtain the prior authorizations, permits, certifications or approvals required by the various competent bodies to carry out import and export operations;  users also have access to information on pre‑import and ‑export procedures.

	4.
How long has it been in place (how long have you been using it since it was implemented or improved)?
	Implementation of the VUCE started with the Import Module in 2005, followed by the Export Module and the Single Foreign Trade Form (FUCE) Module in 2007.  The Simultaneous Inspection of Goods Module entered into operation in August 2011.

	5.
What benefits have been realized as a result of implementation of the VUCE?
	The Single Window for Foreign Trade benefits all foreign trade operators (importers, exporters and customs agents), in that it lowers the transactions costs arising from periods of inactivity in the physical processing of formalities for export or import operations.  Online processing cuts costs in terms of time and personnel assigned to tasks such as physically having to go from one place to another, as well as the amounts spent on stationery and other implements necessary for the physical processing of documents.
The VUCE has brought the following benefits for users:
· Reduction in the cost of physical transfers/errands necessary to process formalities

· Lower postage costs

· Lower stationery costs

· Reduction in the cost of formalities

· Security of user operations

· Elimination of unwarranted privileges and preferential treatment

· Elimination of steps or documents relating to formalities

· Shorter response time to the user
· Accessible 24 hours a day, every day of the year

· Allow users to follow the state of progress of formalities

The VUCE has also brought benefits for the 18 bodies involved, in that it has improved internal processes and rationalized their procedures:  first, processes were developed to restructure and re‑adjust their operational frameworks and second, requests for information which applicants were previously required to attach to the paper documents were eliminated, the information now being available electronically from other entities or institutions such as the Chambers of Commerce.  In many cases, obsolescent equipment had to be upgraded so as not to affect the performance of the new electronic processes;  this is considered a benefit in view of the technological infrastructure which these bodies now possess.

	
	Further benefits for the bodies in question include:

· Cost‑savings on stationery

· Savings on transport and archiving of documents

· Increase in the number of users

· Extension of the geographical scope of the procedure

· User satisfaction (both with the procedure and with the bodies themselves)
Considering that the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) has estimated the average cost of bureaucratic procedures in international trade at 10% of the value of goods, implementation of the VUCE has significantly lowered costs for businesses.
The average response time to users has dropped by 5 to 20 days, as applications that were formerly received by local offices but required central action for approval by one of the 18 bodies had to be physically dispatched to obtain the relevant authorization and then returned by courier service.


II. FRAMEWORK

	6.
Describe amendments to laws and/or regulations that were required to implement the VUCE.
	Regulatory Alignment:  In order to perform the functions entrusted to them, the various State bodies each established their own regulatory procedures, without taking account of interaction or integration with other bodies.

In order to remedy this situation, legislative monitoring mechanisms had to be developed to ensure quality and avoid dispersion in the drafting, control and dissemination of regulations.  This led to an analysis of the chains of procedures, bodies and information systems in order to identify, integrate, eliminate, simplify and optimize the most important procedures in the country.

LEGAL FRAMEWORK
Based on the objectives put forward by the National Government and its policy for the rationalization and automation of procedures, the following were issued:

‑
Document CONPES 3248 of 2003.  The Programme for the Restructuring of Public Administration presents the project for the rationalization and automation of procedures, the purpose of which is to create a policy framework aimed at establishing more transparent, more direct and more efficient relations between the government, citizens and businesses, using strategies to simplify, rationalize, regulate and automate procedures involving government authorities.

	
	‑
Document CONPES 3292 of 2004.  Project for the Rationalization and Automation of Procedures, building on the strategies put forward in document CONPES 3248.
The objective is to create a policy framework aimed at establishing more transparent, more direct and more efficient relations between the government, citizens and businesses, using strategies to simplify, rationalize, regulate and automate procedures involving government authorities.
‑
Decree 4149 of 10 December 2004, rationalizing a number of foreign trade formalities and procedures, establishing the Single Window for Foreign Trade and establishing other provisions.
The regulatory texts issued from the time the VUCE came into operation to the present are listed in Annex 1.

	7.
Describe any changes to administrative policy or organization that were required to implement the VUCE.
	With a view to increasing the effectiveness and efficiency of government services, the National Government undertook to rationalize and automate formalities, processes and procedures in order to provide better service to the community, and thus fulfil its social objective and recognize citizens' rights.  It accordingly developed strategies such as:
Inter‑Institutional Coordination:  As citizens and businesses had to complete a variety of costly procedures and the bodies concerned had to be able to control and safeguard their own interests, it became necessary to make innovative use of electronic media and ICT (information and communication technology) in order to ensure broader access to services, implement inter‑ and intra‑institutional coordination mechanisms, and also give the bodies support and guidance in using methodologies for integration of services, thereby resolving for State entities the problem of vertical integration of procedures and meeting the need for horizontal interaction.


III. INFORMATION ON IMPLEMENTATION
	8.
How long did it take to implement the VUCE?  What aspects of the implementation process took the longest time?
	Decree 4149 was issued in December 2004 as the legal basis needed to operate the Single Window for Foreign Trade (VUCE).
The import module was implemented in several stages:  by November 2005, 100% of import licensing applications had been automated for filing through the VUCE.  As of 20 June 2006, 100% of import registrations for cities other than Bogotá had been automated, and since 17 November 2006 all import registrations have been processed through the VUCE.
The export module was integrated as an option on 17 November 2006.  Since May 2008, use of this module has been mandatory for export licences handled through the VUCE.
The Single Foreign Trade Form has been in use since September 2008.
It took approximately three years to fully implement the VUCE.
When developing the system what took the longest was standardizing processes and configuring the flow of processes in the software.

	9.
Lessons learned:  what were the biggest problems and how were they overcome?
	Lessons learned:
· Resistance to change from paper to electronic media

· Legal basis for action

· Continuity of team work

· Cooperation between the public and the private sector

· New communication and training strategies

· Positive outcomes

Most significant obstacles:

· Securing agreement from the institutions and actors involved

· Achieving full coordination

Main lessons learned:
The solution provides security, transparency and efficiency.
Plans for the future:
A process is under way to implement risk management in the 18 inter‑related bodies and automate the system for the simultaneous inspection of imports.
At present, there is no obstacle to full development of the VUCE.

	10.
Describe any training or capacity‑building programmes for government officials and/or private sector that were conducted.
	TRAINING AND EXTENSION
The Ministry had sufficient resources to train the users of this new tool.  The system already describes in simple terms what services are available and the formalities that can be processed through this portal.  Moreover, external users have access to the manuals available on the VUCE webpage and to ongoing training.
Officials involved in the process emphasize the importance of internal training, because the first obstacles to arise were among those who used to physically receive and review the documents.  They had to be given confidence in and grow with the system.

	11.
What equipment, structures, software, etc. were required for implementation?
	OPERATION OF THE VUCE
In order to ensure technical and legal security, the application runs on clustered servers and database servers, with secure VPN links and the use of digital signature.
Users need only a web browser, Internet access for digital signature and a registered bank account for making electronic payments.

	12.* Did you require technical assistance?  If so what kind?
	The VUCE was developed and implemented with Colombian State funding under the Government Online Programme.  The export module was implemented by Microsoft and Hewlett Packard Colombia, and the import module was developed by a Colombian firm.

	13.* What are the factors crucial to success/best practices?  (What can you recommend to other countries that might undergo similar reform?)
	SHARING THE COLOMBIAN EXPERIENCE
The factors crucial to success were commitment by the senior levels of government to drive the solution forward and active participation by all the bodies involved in the process.  Colombia's recommendation to other countries seeking to undertake similar steps is to rationalize procedures, and once these can be processed electronically, to ensure that the government establishes the obligation to follow this practice.
Colombia has been interacting with various bodies and delegations from other countries, such as:
The Customs and Ministries of Trade of Chile, Ecuador, Peru, Bolivia, Panama, Mexico and Guatemala, to which Colombia has provided relevant information on the regulatory aspects, implementation and development of the Single Window for Foreign Trade.
Colombia has presented its experience with the development and implementation of the VUCE in a variety of international forums bringing together the Latin American and Caribbean countries and some European and Asian countries.
The First Latin American and Caribbean Regional Meeting on International Trade Single Windows was held in Bogotá, with the cooperation of the Latin American and Caribbean Economic System (SELA);  participants included ECLAC, the IDB, CARICOM, the Central Reserve Bank (BCR) of El Salvador, the Guatemalan Exporters Association (AGEXPORT), Nicaragua's Export Procedures Centre (CTE), Costa Rica's Foreign Trade Promotion Agency (PROCOMER), the Ecuadorian Customs Corporation (CAE), and Peru's National Tax Administration Supervisory Authority (SUNAT).

	
	Participation in the Second Latin American and Caribbean Regional Meeting on International Trade Single Windows, organized in cooperation with the Latin American and Caribbean Economic System (SELA), included the Andean Development Corporation (CAF), the IDB, and the South and Central American countries.
A Seminar on International Trade Single Windows was held, at the invitation of the IDB, with the Central American countries, Spain, Mauritius and other countries, giving Colombia the opportunity to present its experience with the VUCE.
Visits were also carried out to the Ecuadorian and Peruvian Customs and the General Secretariat of the Andean Community to provide cooperation and implement the Digital Certificate of Origin.

	14.* Implementation costs
	The National Government made an initial investment of US$2 million in hardware and software to put the Single Window for Foreign Trade into operation;  today, improvements have been made and new modules incorporated for a total of US$4 million.


ANNEX 1
REGULATIONS GOVERNING THE VUCE
· Decree 4269 of 23 November 2005, modifying the structure of the Ministry of Trade, Industry and Tourism and establishing other provisions (the Foreign Trade Directorate is assigned the task of administering the Single Window for Foreign Trade (VUCE), pursuant to Decree 4149 of 2004 on the rationalization of foreign trade formalities and procedures).
· Resolution 1271 of 24 June 2005, setting the price of electronic registrations and computer applications for transmission thereof to the VUCE.
· Resolution 2234 of 5 October 2005, amending Resolution 1271 of 24 June 2005.
· External Circular 057 of 12 August 2005.  Decree 4149 of 2004.  VUCE application and registration with the VUCE.
· Resolution 1584 of 17 July 2006, setting the price for renewal of the licence to use the VUCE Import Module application.
· Decree 3803 of 31 October 2006, establishing the provisions governing applications for registration and import licences.
· Resolution 1512 of 25 May 2007, regulating Decree 3803 of 2006.
· External Circular 032 of 13 September 2007.  Registration of VUCE users operating through a representative, and procedure for operations under US$1,000.00.
· Circular 025 of 8 July 2009.  Procedure for reporting on the use of the annual licence through the VUCE.
· Circular 027 of 13 July 2009.  Registration of technology import contracts through the VUCE.
· Resolution 339 of 31 July 2009 establishing provisions relating to the determination of origin of products destined for export.
· Circular 037 of 18 August 2009.  Sworn statement.  Determination of origin.
· Circular 022 of 29 July 2010.  Registration of the written statement on services export contracts through the VUCE.
· Resolution 331 of 25 June 2010, establishing provisions concerning the registration of producers of domestic goods.
· Circular 020 of 2 July 2010.  Resolution 331 of 2010 ‑ Foreign Trade Directorate.  Registration of producers of domestic goods.
· Circular 018 of 7 June 2011.  Online registration of users of the Single Window for Foreign Trade (VUCE).
· Circular 019 of 15 June 2011.  Registration of the written statement on services export contracts (Form 01).  Amendment to Circular 022 of 2010.
· Circular 020 of 16 June 2011.  Changes to the "Online Import Registration" form.
· Circular 027 of 18 August 2011.  Implementation of the VUCE Simultaneous Physical Inspection Module.
· Circular 029 of 22 August 2011.  Implementation of the VUCE Simultaneous Physical Inspection Module (Amendment to Circular 27 of 2011).
__________
� CONPES:  National Council for Economic and Social Policy, established by Law 19 of 1958.  CONPES is the highest national planning authority and advises the Government on matters relating to the country's economic and social development, by studying and approving documents on general policy development.






