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Customs programme
Supporting cooperation to strengthen the

customs union

OVERVIEW
On 18 June 2018, the Commission put forward a proposal for a regulation establishing a Customs
programme for cooperation in the field of customs over the 2021-2027 MFF period, a successor to
Customs 2020. The programme's main objective is to fund actions aimed at strengthening the
customs union.

On 15 December 2020, the co-legislators reached agreement in trilogue. The Council adopted its
first-reading position on 1 March 2021. On 8 March 2021, IMCO – the committee responsible for the
file in the European Parliament – adopted its recommendation for second reading of the Customs
programme by the Parliament.

The Parliament voted to adopt the first-reading position without amendments on 10 March 2021,
and the final act was signed the following day. The regulation was published in the Official Journal
on 15 March 2021 and entered into force immediately, and with retroactive application as of
1 January 2021.
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Introduction
Customs are crucial for safeguarding the EU's external border as regards goods, but also for
protecting EU citizens against terrorist, health, environmental and other threats. Their role is also
fundamental in protecting the financial interests of both the EU and its Member States.

The customs union is one of the few areas of exclusive competence of the EU. It has been a
significant example of successful integration in the EU over the past 50 years. The elimination of
barriers to trade among the EU Member States – key to the creation of the world's largest trading
block holding roughly 15 % of total global trade – would not have been possible without this union.

Progressively changing technologies1 and business models2 have been posing new challenges,
including to the customs union. Moreover, the total number of customs declarations has been
constantly growing over the past years, and almost all of these declarations are being drawn up
electronically. Reduced public financial resources, increasing volumes of world trade, recurrent
transnational crime and security threats require continuous improvement of the customs union's
performance and widening of the scope of the tasks performed by the Member States' customs
administrations. All these developments have highlighted the need for dynamic, operational
cooperation both between the customs administrations and between them and other authorities.

Since its entry into force in 2016, the Union Customs Code (UCC) has been the EU customs' new legal
framework. It sets out the general rules and procedures applicable to goods brought into or taken
out of the EU customs union. The UCC envisages putting an end to paper-based procedures and
digitalising the interactions between trade and customs. Its introduction set off a massive
digitalisation project, with 17 different electronic systems planned to be fully in place by 2025.

Customs cooperation and capacity-building are clustered around:

 human networking and competency-building actions to enhance the exchange of
good practices and operational knowledge among the Member States and other
countries that participate in the programme; these actions have a special focus on
project-based structured collaboration. The envisaged deep and integrated forms of
cooperation between the participating countries would prepare the further evolution
of the customs union;

 IT capacity-building actions to enable the programme to fund interconnected
customs IT systems3 and infrastructure. This includes digitalisation of interactions
between trade and customs, and a reinforced risk management to allow EU customs
administrations to become fully-fledged e-administrations.4

Existing situation
In 2018, the Commission proposed the establishment of a Customs programme that would replace
the Customs 2020 programme, which covered the period up to 31 December 2020 and provided
the funds (€536 million (in 2018 prices) in the 2014-2020 MFF) for actions aimed at modernising and
improving both the functioning of the customs union and cooperation among the customs
authorities of the participating countries. The new programme would support the customs union
and customs authorities through administrative and IT capacity-building activities and operational
cooperation.

The Commission's proposal for a regulation establishing a 'Customs' programme for cooperation in
the field of customs (henceforth the proposal) was presented on 8 June 2018 and forms part of the
multiannual financial framework (MFF) for the 2021-2027 period.5 It is included in the 2021-2027
MFF Heading 1 'Single Market, Innovation and Digital' as an independent programme, under the
name 'Cooperation in the field of Customs'. The proposed regulation would, with retroactive effect
from 1 January 2021, repeal Regulation (EU) No 1294/2013 of the European Parliament and of the
Council of 11 December 2013 establishing an action programme for customs in the European Union

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=celex:32013R0952
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?qid=1529053808340&uri=CELEX:52018PC0442
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?qid=1529053808340&uri=CELEX:52018PC0442
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:L:2013:347:0209:0220:EN:PDF
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for the 2014-2020 period (Customs 2020). The transitional provisions and retroactive application aim
at ensuring that actions under the Customs 2020 programme can continue until their closure.

The main objectives of the new Customs programme, laid out in Article 3 of the proposal, remain
similar to those of the previous programme.

The proposal initially envisaged replacing and repealing Decision 70/2008/EC of 15 January 2008 on
a paperless environment for customs and trade. Decision 70/2008/EC serves as the legal basis for
the Multi-annual Strategic Plan for Customs (MASP-C). Due to the Commission's reluctance to
accommodate the European Parliament's insistence on improving the legal provisions included in
the programme, the agreement reached in trilogue in December 2020 was not to repeal Decision
70/2008/EC; thus, the references to the MASP-C were deleted from the proposal.

Parliament's starting position
In its resolution on tackling the challenges of Union Customs Code implementation, adopted in
January 2017, the Parliament criticised the Member States' customs systems (particularly as regards
customs duties and customs clearance) for creating fragmentation, additional administrative
burdens and delays,6 which cause uncertainty and market disparity, and which may weaken
businesses' compliance with the EU customs legislation. The Parliament underlined that economic
operators should respect standards on customs processes in order to avoid the loopholes in
customs procedures. It also suggested intensifying efforts to create more uniform electronic
customs requirements and risk assessment programmes at EU level. The Parliament asked the
Commission for a report evaluating the loopholes in Regulation (EU) No 952/2013 and requested an
independent impact assessment to ensure that the regulatory framework for the EU customs policy
works effectively for the Member States and trade operators.

Parliament's report on 'Strengthening the competitiveness of the Internal Market by developing the
EU Customs Union and its governance' makes a specific reference to the 2021-2027 'Customs'
programme.

Preparation of the proposal
The impact assessment accompanying the proposal for a new 'Customs' programme includes the
lessons learned from applying the previous programmes, as laid out in the final evaluation of the
Customs 2013 programme7 and the mid-term evaluation of Customs 2020.

The main positive outcomes of the Customs 2013 programme include enhanced safety and
security,8 facilitation of trade9 and protection of the EU's financial interests.10

Among the findings of the mid-term evaluation of Customs 2020, it is stated that customs
authorities agree that the programme's joint actions have contributed to improving the exchange
of information between administrations. The training modules developed under the programme
have led to a more consistent approach to the application of EU customs law among the
participating countries.

The conclusions drawn in the mid-term evaluation of Customs 2020 refer to the proper alignment
of the actions financed under this programme in the area of enforcement of customs union
legislation and programme management, with the programme's general objective to support the
functioning and modernisation of the customs union for strengthening the internal market through
cooperation between the participating countries. These actions have led to a more uniform
understanding of the application of EU customs law (the Union Customs Code) and of the tools
supporting the development of a fully electronic environment (e-customs, multiannual strategic
plans).

Observing that project groups financed by the programme are perhaps the main collaborative
mechanism for achieving ongoing coordination and discussion across national administrations, the

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:32008D0070(01)
https://ec.europa.eu/taxation_customs/sites/taxation/files/2019_masp_strategic_plan_en.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/TA-8-2017-0011_EN.html
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A32013R0952
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/A-8-2019-0059_EN.html
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?qid=1540369629629&uri=CELEX:52018SC0321
https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/4628f426-5541-4743-89f5-7ffffe57438f
https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/6862eee3-2db7-11e9-8d04-01aa75ed71a1
https://ec.europa.eu/taxation_customs/sites/taxation/files/mid-term_evaluation_study_c2020.pdf
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mid-term evaluation concludes that one of these groups – the Electronic Customs Coordination
Group – helped participating countries to develop a collective understanding of progress in the
implementation of the mult-annual strategic plans. It also concludes that the objectives of the two
project groups being assessed were aligned with the national stakeholders' priorities. The two
project groups created unique platforms for Member States to discuss issues related to IT systems
development within the customs union, and this could not have been achieved by Member States
acting at national or regional levels. Networking was identified as an important by-product of
participation in programme activities.

The consulted national administrations agreed that the benefits of the analysed activities exceed
the costs associated with participation.

The impact assessment accompanying the new Customs programme also focused on the specific
objective of the proposal: to support the preparation and uniform implementation of customs
legislation and policy as well as customs cooperation and administrative capacity building,
including human competency and the development and operation of the European electronic
systems for customs. Among the main findings of the impact assessment were that not only was the
customs union functioning inefficiently but it was also marked by insufficient uniformity. According
to the EPRS initial appraisal, the main problems highlighted in the impact assessment were:

unequal capacity of customs administrations;
uneven interpretation and implementation of legislation;
insufficient cooperation between customs administrations and between them and
other stakeholders.

The changes the proposal would bring
Through its proposal for a new Customs programme, the Commission seeks to provide the customs
union and customs authorities with a new financial tool that supports the implementation of EU
customs policy, with a view to ensuring uniform application of the rules.11 The new programme is
consistent with its predecessor, Customs 2020, whose objective was to support the functioning and
modernisation of the customs union and contribute to the strengthening of the internal market
through cooperation between the participating countries, their customs authorities and their
officials.

The specific objectives of the new programme, as outlined in Article 3 of the proposal, are to support
the preparation and uniform implementation of customs legislation and policy, as well as to
promote customs cooperation and administrative capacity building.12 Thus, the new programme
envisages more intense cooperation, including through more electronic systems that have a
satisfactory level of innovation.

The proposal introduces adjustments to ensure that support to the customs union and customs
authorities is provided in a more comprehensive manner as regards the whole range of their
mission13 and in view of emerging needs.

An important change from the previous programme is that the programme actions are now also
open to third countries that are not European Neighbourhood, acceding or candidate countries.
This provision could be used, inter alia, in the framework of the EU-UK partnership.

The proposal introduces changes to the provisions on co-financing rates. Consequently, EU
financing can cover up to 100 % of the costs for eligible actions. However, IT capacity-building,
which is part of the responsibilities entrusted to the Member States, would continue to be covered
by the Member States themselves.

The new programme has a financial envelope of €843 million (in 2018 prices) for the 2021–2027
period, up from the €536 million (in 2018 prices) that were available to its predecessor for the
2014-2020 period.

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2018/627156/EPRS_BRI(2018)627156_EN.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/47567/mff-2021-2027_rev.pdf
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In a departure from existing practices, work programmes dealing with programming, monitoring,
evaluation and control would cover several years,14 rather than being drawn up annually. This shift
will reduce the administrative burden for both the Commission and the Member States.

Thus, the new programme will support the continuous evaluation and monitoring of cooperation
between customs authorities, in order to address weaknesses and possible improvements.

Advisory committees
In its opinion of 17 October 2018, the European Economic and Social Committee (EESC) noted the
importance accorded to customs within the internal market. The EESC deems that EU customs,
which already apply a common legal code, should function as a single entity. The EESC posits that
the budget for the customs programme may appear to be insufficient considering the proposal's
objectives and aims with regard to staff, networks, technology and equipment.

Ensuring the progress of the IT strategy for customs is the main added value that the EESC expects
the new programme to deliver. Thus, the EESC welcomes the introduction of programme to finance
and facilitate the development and maintenance of EU-wide IT customs systems and the inclusion
of IT planning tools, especially those helping to reduce disparities between the Member States.

The EESC recommends to all participating Member States to ensure a simultaneous rollout of
technological innovations. It furthermore encourages them to address disparities in their practices
and to increase their willingness to tackle fraud together.

National parliaments
The Commission did not receive any formal opinions from the EU-27 national parliaments on its
proposal on the 'Customs' programme.

Stakeholder views15

The Commission contracted an external study to support the impact assessment with quantitative
and qualitative information and carried out a specific consultation to collect stakeholders' views.
The consultations addressed the issues relevant to customs administrations through discussions in
a project group, but also through country visits/case studies and dedicated surveys. In addition,
interviews were held with business associations and economic operators, academics as well as
Customs 2020 programme participants and international organisations.

The Commission carried out an open public consultation on 'EU funds in the area of investment,
research & innovation, SMEs and single market', to gather citizens' views on policy challenges and
needs for EU intervention with regard to the customs union.

The Commission conducted various stakeholder consultations, yet the impact assessment does not
make it clear how these fed into the formulation of the proposed options, as the stakeholders' views
were not explicitly mentioned.

Legislative process
Within the European Parliament, the Internal Market and Consumer Protection Committee (IMCO)
was the lead committee dealing with the file on the proposed Customs programme. The rapporteur,
Maria Grapini (S&D, Romania), presented her draft report on 19 October 2018. The deadline for
tabling amendments to the draft report in the committee was a month later. The Committee on
Budgets (BUDG) and the Committee on Budgetary Control (CONT) were asked to give their opinions.

IMCO adopted its report, featuring 61 amendments to the Commission proposal, in December 2018.
The report emphasised that, by modernising customs processes, the Customs programme can be
essential in fostering economic activity and growth, by making EU industry more competitive and
facilitating trade, as well as ensuring consumer protection. The report stressed that the Customs

https://dmsearch.eesc.europa.eu/search/public?k=(documenttype:AC)(documentnumber:3432)(documentyear:2018)(documentlanguage:EN)
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?qid=1540369629629&uri=CELEX:52018SC0321
https://ec.europa.eu/info/consultations/public-consultation-eu-funds-area-investment-research-innovation-smes-and-single-market_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/consultations/public-consultation-eu-funds-area-investment-research-innovation-smes-and-single-market_en
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2018/627156/EPRS_BRI(2018)627156_EN.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/A-8-2018-0464_EN.html
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programme should be coherent and exploit all synergies with other EU programmes and funds,
while its implementation should respect the principles of transparency, proportionality, equal
treatment and non-discrimination. The report further underlines that customs administration and
customs control are two dynamic fields whose requirements change with political and other shifts
in society. To this end, the programme should support customs management, especially in terms of
IT, and allow innovation and the creation of innovative solutions in the area of customs policy.

On 16 December 2018, the Council adopted a partial general approach as its negotiating mandate
on the proposal. The Parliament adopted its position in plenary on 15 January 2019. The matter was
referred back to IMCO for interinstitutional negotiations, but these were postponed until the new
European Parliament was fully constituted. A plenary debate was held in Parliament on 3 April 2019,
followed by a vote closing the first reading on 16 April 2019. On 8 October 2019, following the
elections, IMCO approved a decision to open interinstitutional negotiations.

The first trilogue meeting on the proposed Customs programme was held on 3 December 2020; the
second – and concluding – trilogue meeting was held on 15 December 2020.

The provisional agreement was endorsed on 18 December 2020 in Coreper, and on 11 January 2021
in IMCO. The first-reading position of the Council, adopted on 1 March 2021,16 reflects the
compromise agreement reached in trilogue between the Parliament and Council. Some of the main
points of the agreed text are as follows:

the duration of the programme is aligned to the duration of the MFF, from
1 January 2021 until 31 December 2027;
the legal provisions establishing the Customs programme as the legal basis for the
Multiannual Strategic Plan for Customs (MASP-C) are deleted, thus not repealing
Decision 70/2008/EC of the European Parliament and of the Council of 15 January 2008
on a paperless environment for customs and trade (former e-Customs Decision), and
the status quo is, to a certain extent, kept;
the Commission has a new obligation: to publish and to regularly update an indicative
list of the European electronic systems financed under the programme;
the work programme is adopted through implementing acts, but with all the elements
of the political choice included in the basic act.17

IMCO adopted its recommendation for a second reading of the Customs programme by the
Parliament on 8 March 2021. The president of the European Parliament declared the Council's
position at first reading approved without amendments, following the plenary vote on 10 March
2021. The final act was signed on 11 March. Regulation (EU) 2021/444 of the European Parliament
and of the Council of 11 March 2021 establishing the Customs programme for cooperation in the
field of customs and repealing Regulation (EU) No 1294/2013 was published in the Official Journal
on 15 March 2021. It entered into force that day and applies retroactively from 1 January 2021.
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Customs programme for cooperation in the field of customs 2021–2027, 2018/0232(COD), European
Parliament, Legislative Observatory (OEIL).

ENDNOTES
1 As digitalisation, connectedness, internet of things and block chain.
2 As e-commerce and supply chain optimisation.
3 Including trans-European IT systems.
4 To support the ambition of the current Commission to bring the customs union to the 'next level'.
5 The European Parliament and the Council reached political agreement on the 2021-2027 MFF and new own resources

on 10 November 2020. Following the European Parliament's consent given on 16 December, the Council formally
adopted the regulation laying down the MFF on 17 December.

6 Especially for small and medium-sized enterprises.
7 The programme preceding Customs 2020.
8 Including the implementation of the Import Control System and the Customs Risk Management System, and the

mainstreaming of the Authorised Economic Operator and Economic Operator Systems.
9 Enabling the customs union to expedite the movement, release and clearance of goods, while guaranteeing the safety

of the goods.
10 Through the use of centralised databases and the higher effectiveness of risk management systems.
11 To protect the financial and economic interests of the EU and its Member States; to protect the EU from unfair and

illegal trade and support legitimate business activity; to ensure the security and safety of the EU; to maintain an
adequate balance between customs controls; and to facilitate legitimate trade.

12 Including human competency and the development and operation of European electronic systems.
13 As defined in the Union Customs Code.
14 With a view to the medium- to long-term nature of the objectives pursued and building on experience gained over

time.
15 This section aims to provide a flavour of the debate and is not intended to be an exhaustive account of all different

views on the proposal. Additional information can be found in related publications listed under 'EP supporting
analysis'.

16 Adopted at first reading.
17 Most of these elements are already mandatory according to Regulation (EU, Euratom) No 2018/1046 of the European

Parliament and of the Council of 18 July 2018 on the financial rules applicable to the general budget of the Union.
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