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Abstract 

 

In the aftermath of the terrorist attacks on 11 September 2001 in the US, the World 

Customs Organization (WCO) developed a global program known as the SAFE 

Framework of Standards to Secure and Facilitate Global Trade (SAFE Framework) to 

strengthen security while maintaining trade facilitation. The program contains two key 

concepts: the Authorised Economic Operator (AEO) and Mutual Recognition 

Agreement (MRA). 

An AEO is defined as a business that meets specified customs compliance standards and 

shows a demonstrated commitment to supply chain security. In return, they receive 

greater levels of trade facilitation than other businesses. Meanwhile, MRAs are the 

means through which two customs administrations recognise each other’s validation 

and authorisations of AEOs and agree to provide mutual trade facilitation benefits to 

their respective AEOs. 

The MRA concept broadens the scope of AEO programs beyond national borders 

through the conclusion of bilateral and multilateral MRA negotiations. While the WCO 

has developed several tools to facilitate such MRA negotiations, the literature suggests 

that numerous challenges remain for countries who seek to negotiate MRAs. 

This study aims to identify the factors that impact the negotiation of MRAs and to 

analyse the impact of such factors. It also examines the future trend of regional AEO 

programs and multilateral MRAs and assesses whether the WCO tools are sufficient to 

promote the MRA development process at both the bilateral and multilateral levels. 

The study uses a convergent parallel mixed-methods design, in which data are collected 

from relevant documents, a survey and interviews. The survey and interviews have the 

same defined study population comprised of AEO and MRA experts in the public 

sector, academia, international organisations and the private sector. While descriptive 

statistics analyse the survey data, thematic analysis is employed to analyse the 

unstructured data in the documents, interviews and survey. The integration of both 

quantitative results and qualitative findings then enables a mixed-methods 

interpretation. 
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The findings suggest that an increase in regional AEO programs and multilateral MRAs 

will emerge as a major trend in the near future, while the conclusion of a global MRA 

appears unlikely. The study also finds that additional tools should be developed to 

supplement those currently available from the WCO. 

Significantly, the research confirms that 19 factors that are addressed in the existing 

literature have an impact on MRA negotiations, together with a further 11 factors that 

are identified through the study’s qualitative approach. 

The study concludes by presenting a model to facilitate the MRA development process 

at both the bilateral and multilateral levels. The model addresses all factors that have 

been identified as impacting the various phases of MRA development including the 

preparation, negotiation and implementation phases. The model provides customs 

administrations with a logical framework to identify and overcome difficulties as they 

seek to develop future bilateral or multilateral MRAs. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

1. Research background 

Customs is an important government resource mandated to protect national security, 

with a focus on revenue collection, trade facilitation and protection of national interests 

(Wulf & Sokol, 2005). As such, customs administrations play an important role in the 

administration of global commerce (Chang, 2009, p. 36; Erceg, 2014, p. 93). Prior to the 

terrorist attacks on 11 September 2001 in the US, several customs administrations 

across the world had developed compliance programs that were designed to facilitate 

such commerce. These compliance programs provided compliant traders with a range 

of benefits, such as fast-track clearance of goods as recommended in the Revised 

Kyoto Convention (WCO, 2008). According to Widdowson (2016, p. 4), the focus of 

such partnership programs was to ensure trader compliance with relevant trade 

regulations, with little focus on supply chain security. 

However, as a direct effect of the 11 September terrorist attacks, various programs were 

introduced at both national and international levels with a specific focus on supply chain 

security. These programs, like their predecessors, also represent a partnership 

arrangement between customs and industry, where low-risk businesses share 

responsibilities to secure the supply chain, and in turn, they are rewarded with benefits 

such as streamlined processing and reduced physical inspections. This then allows 

Government resources to focus on high-risk transactions and traders. 

At the national level, immediately following the 11 September attacks, the US 

introduced the first program of this type, known as the Customs-Trade Partnership 

Against Terrorism (C-TPAT). Internationally, the WCO adopted the SAFE Framework 

of Standards to Secure and Facilitate Global Trade (SAFE Framework), which 

contained the key concept of Authorised Economic Operator (AEO). 

In Annex I of the SAFE Framework, the WCO defines an AEO as follows: 

AEO is a party involved in the international movement of goods in whatever 

function that has been approved by or on behalf of a national Customs 

administration as complying with WCO or equivalent supply chain security 

standards. AEOs may include manufacturers, importers, exporters, brokers, 

carriers, consolidators, intermediaries, ports, airports, terminal operators, 

integrated operators, warehouses, distributors and freight forwarders. (WCO, 

2007) 



 

28 

 

Consequently, AEOs are businesses that are involved in the international movement of 

goods which are considered to be low-risk from a customs perspective. When these 

parties meet specified standards including trade compliance requirements and a 

demonstrated commitment to supply chain security, they may be granted AEO status 

with certain trade facilitation benefits, including mutual recognition of their AEO status 

in foreign countries, with which the home country has concluded a Mutual Recognition 

Agreement/Arrangement, hereafter referred to as the ‘Mutual Recognition Agreement’ 

or ‘MRA’ (Ariadna, 2016, p. 17; Widdowson et al., 2014, p. 23). 

According to a joint document published by US Customs and Border Protection and the 

EU Directorate-General for Taxation and Customs Union (2013), MRAs represent 

another key component of the WCO SAFE Framework, along with the concept of AEO, 

as they represent an important aspect of the customs- to- customs networking 

arrangements. Also, MRAs have been acknowledged as a key factor in ensuring the full 

effectiveness of operational AEO programs (Widdowson, 2016), and are also regarded 

as a principal driver for many customs administrations to develop national AEO 

programs (Ireland, 2009, p. 9). According to the WCO, the objective of AEO MRAs is 

to enable one customs administration to recognise the validation and authorisation of 

AEOs by the other customs administration and thereby agree to provide facilitation 

benefits to the mutually recognised AEOs (WCO, 2011a). 

In general terms, MRAs are bilateral or multilateral understandings in the form of 

agreements or arrangments (Aigner, 2010, p. 48; Karlsson, 2017, p. 24). Such 

agreements include verification procedures such as implementation, evaluation, and 

maintaining MRAs (US CBP & EU DG TAXUD, 2013). This requires close 

collaboration among countries’ customs administrations and border agencies. 

Although many WCO members have made every effort to establish MRAs, they face 

many challenges when trying to progress mutual recognition agreements of AEO 

programs (Mikuriya, 2007, p. 52). In this context, the WCO has called on its members 

to adopt a standardised approach to AEO authorisation due to its significant role in the 

development of bilateral, regional and international mutual recognition agreements of 

AEOs (WCO, 2015b). The WCO also plays a vital role in the development of tools and 

instruments for promoting and initiating national AEO programs and mutual recognition 

of AEO programs (WCO, 2007, p. 56). 
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While several countries, such as South Korea and China, have concluded several MRAs 

and are in ongoing negotiations to establish more, other countries are not ready to get 

involved or still struggle with their first MRA negotiations, for example, Vietnam. This 

highlights the fact that there are a number of obstacles associated with the development 

of MRAs. 

2. The research aim and objectives 

The main aim of the current study is to provide effective recommendations and 

solutions to governments for facilitating the MRA development process. In this regard, 

this study is designed to assist regulators, negotiators and other relevant stakeholders at 

the national, regional and international level in identifying further ways to facilitate 

AEO MRA negotiations, which would support international trade and ensure global 

supply chain security. 

Therefore, the current study is focused on the examination of factors that have an 

impact on the MRA development process by analysing inherent challenges and issues 

associated with such factors as well as providing a comprehensive understanding of 

MRA negotiations in the context of the WCO SAFE Framework. In this regard, the 

objectives of the study are to: 

- Identify reasons for countries to have AEO MRAs with others 

- Identify common processes used in MRA development and whether available 

MRA guidelines (hereafter referred to ‘MRA tools’) are sufficient for promoting 

such MRA development 

- Identify factors impacting on such MRA development as well as common issues 

and challenges that arise in such MRA development 

- Obtain a comprehensive understanding of the future of regional AEO programs, 

multilateral MRAs (hereafter referred to as ‘multilateral MRA initiatives’) and a 

prospective global MRA 

- Propose an MRA Development Model to facilitate AEO MRA negotiations. 

3. Research question 

Directed by the research aim and objectives, the study addresses the following central 

research question: 

What factors impact the negotiation of AEO MRAs, and how? 
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4. Significance of the research 

From an academic perspective, the research seeks to identify and fill any gaps in the 

relevant literature, noting that no substantial empirical research has been undertaken in 

this area. 

The principal beneficiaries of the study are intended to include governments and the 

business sector. By analysing current guidelines relating to the implementation of AEO 

programs and their MRAs, the research seeks to promote cooperation between countries 

in the facilitation of global commerce while ensuring the security of the international 

supply chain. This will allow governments to allocate resources more efficiently by 

focusing on high-risk transactions and avoiding duplication of administrative formalities 

in the context of AEO. It will also support the process of AEO accreditation thereby 

increasing the potential number of businesses that receive trade facilitation benefits. To 

achieve this, the study aims to provide effective recommendations and solutions to 

governments for facilitating the negotiation of AEO MRAs. 

Specifically, the study aims to identify factors impacting MRA negotiations and to 

propose an MRA Development Model, to which national regulators would refer when 

developing their own MRA strategy. 

Researchers may use this study in the context of reviewing research methods as well as 

the approach to identifying problems in policy research. Furthermore, the management 

of international trading companies, especially AEOs, may gain a better understanding of 

the current context of MRA negotiations, which may support their companies’ 

international strategies. 

5. The thesis structure 

The thesis is comprised of nine chapters. This chapter (Chapter 1) outlines the research 

background, which generates the aims and objectives of the study as well as the central 

research question. 

Chapter 2 presents a review of the literature related to the field under investigation. It 

provides a brief overview of international negotiations, then examines the creation of 

the theoretical research framework in the field of AEO mutual recognition as well as 

factors impacting MRA negotiations, as the main focus of this study. It then identifies 

gaps in the literature that establish the rationale for the study. 
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Chapter 3 discusses the methodology applied in the study. Firstly, the methodological 

framework presents the rationale for using mixed-methods research which leads to the 

adoption of the convergent parallel mixed-methods design. Secondly, the chapter 

describes the research design which involves the study of both quantitative and 

qualitative data in parallel. 

Chapter 4 provides an overview of data collection from three sources: relevant 

documents, the research interview and a survey. This chapter addresses the selection of 

documents and the initial analysis of these documents for the dual purpose of providing 

an overview of MRA negotiations worldwide, and supporting the development of the 

interviews and survey. The background information of the interviewees and the survey 

respondents is also described. 

Chapter 5 outlines the qualitative analysis of the collected data. The analysis of 

qualitative data is presented by using the thematic analysis technique as well as 

developing the findings of the qualitative data analysis into themes. 

Chapter 6 outlines the quantitative data analysis through the use of descriptive statistics. 

The chapter firstly analyses the survey participants’ responses. It then uses descriptive 

statistics to analyse factors that impact MRA negotiations. 

Chapter 7 integrates the findings from the analysis of qualitative data in Chapter 5 and 

the results from the analysis of quantitative data in Chapter 6 by way of mixed-method 

interpretation. Furthermore, this chapter provides a discussion of research findings by 

revisiting research questions and referring to prior studies within the research 

framework established in the literature review. 

Chapter 8 sets out a proposed MRA Development Model, which is designed to facilitate 

MRA development at both the bilateral and multilateral levels. 

Chapter 9 provides an overall summary of the study, with a focus on reviewing the 

research objectives and the central research question. The chapter also presents research 

limitations and implications for future research. 
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 

1. Introduction 

This chapter provides a comprehensive review of the literature on the development and 

negotiation of AEO MRAs. Initially, it reviews past work in the general field of 

negotiation studies before reviewing the smaller domain of MRA development and 

negotiation. The chapter then focuses on the theoretical framework on which this study 

is based. This framework covers the concept of Customs-Business partnership, the 

concept of the ‘trusted trader’ as applied in different initiatives, and tools for achieving 

MRAs as well as literature on regional AEO programs and a global MRA. Of particular 

significance, a comprehensive review of the literature on factors that impact MRA 

negotiations is conducted. Finally, the chapter concludes by identifying the gaps 

identified in the relevant literature, upon which the current research is developed. 

2. Overview of negotiation studies 

It is widely accepted that negotiation is a multi-staged, cooperative process or a 

sequence of events for discussing proposals and reaching an agreement between at least 

two parties (Casse, 1981; De Mesquita, 2004; Kissinger, 1969; Wertheim, n.d.). 

Negotiation has become more commonplace than ever before and is presented in a wide 

variety of fields, such as political, economic, educational (Belshek, n.d.) and 

environmental (Mace et al., 2007) within both national and international settings 

(Mautner-Markhof, 1989, p. 259). 

It is believed that most negotiations are confidential, which is likely to lead to 

insufficient primary sources of data for research purposes (Bailer, 2009, p. 15). 

Negotiation studies often focus on strategies, approaches, processes, tactics, and 

outcomes (Alfredson & Cungu, 2008; Bailer, 2009; Brett & Thompson, 2016; Katz et 

al., 2015; Mansbridge & Martin, 2013; Saee, 2008; Weiler, 2017). Therefore, scholars 

in the field also utilise different methodologies in their studies. 

Regarding qualitative approaches, Sanches Neves et al. (2013) uses case studies to 

explore factors that motivate negotiators and to analyse how these factors affect 

negotiations. Esther and Olukayode (2018) research cultural influences on negotiations 

and seek to explain research questions using a qualitative approach. On the other hand, 

Weiler (2017) utilise quantitative research methods to measure relevant factors (for 
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example, power resources and bargaining strategies) against the outcome of 

negotiations. Wood (2017) also uses a quantitative approach to demonstrate the results 

of negotiations significantly affected by non-economic and economic factors. 

Meanwhile, negotiation studies also employ mixed-methods, such as those by Olughor 

(2014). 

Recent research activities have studied and explored factors influencing negotiation 

styles, tactics, processes and outcomes (Ahammad et al., 2016; Asian Development 

Bank, 2008; Belshek, n.d.; Bontadini, 1989; Brett & Thompson, 2016; Grunert, 1989; 

Holzinger, 2001; Ko & Kwak, 2017; Lang, 1989; Lundstedt, 1989; Mansbridge & 

Martin, 2013; Meerts, 2015; O’Brien & Gowan, 2012; Ocran, 1985; Plantey, 1989; 

Poortinga & Hendriks, 1989; Rinehart, 1989; Saee, 2008; Sanches Neves et al., 2013; 

Stelzer, 2016; Weiler, 2017; Wertheim, n.d.). A general assumption from these studies 

is that different factors affect the outcome of specific negotiations, although certain 

overlapping factors are also identified. In many of these negotiation studies, cultural 

factors are frequently identified as being important (Ahammad et al., 2016; Belshek, 

n.d.; Mainardes et al., 2013; Mansbridge & Martin, 2013; Ocran, 1985). Other factors 

are also analysed such as trust (Brett & Thompson, 2016; Mainardes et al., 2013; Saee, 

2008), national interest (Khroustalev, 1989), social, political and economic settings 

(Ocran, 1985), negotiators’ skills (Asian Development Bank, 2008), training of 

international negotiators (Bontadini, 1989; Mastenbroek, 1989), geography, geopolitics, 

governmental structures, economic indicators, and legal and educational systems 

(Quinney, 2002). In this context, Mautner-Markhof (1989, p. 1) examines factors that 

influence negotiations in an international negotiation setting: 

It is necessary to consider the processes associated with international 

negotiations in the context of their cultural and political environments. 

Negotiations are dependent not only on the system in which they are embedded 

but also on the various perceptions of those involved. Thus, it is important to 

identify and deal with the impacts of cultural, political, and psychological 

factors on international negotiations. 

In a globalised world, international negotiations have developed both in number and 

diversity (Mautner-Markhof, 1989, p. 279), and many authors have researched the topic 

of international negotiations (Drahos, 2017; Mainardes et al., 2013; Mautner-Markhof, 

1989; Meerts, 2015; Saee, 2008; Weiler, 2017). Meerts (2015, p. 49) stipulates that 

international negotiations can take place between parties from the private or public 
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sectors and uses the term ‘diplomatic negotiation’ when referring to negotiations 

between nations. The level of complexity and difficulty of international negotiations is 

attributed to several factors such as different laws, regulations, standards, business 

practices, and cultural differences (Saee, 2008, pp. 309-310) with such factors being 

categorised into environmental (such as international economics, instability) and 

immediate contexts (Lewicki et al., 2006). 

The number of negotiations of AEO MRAs among countries across the globe has grown 

in the last decade. In essence, MRAs are bilateral or multilateral understandings in the 

form of agreements or arrangements (Aigner, 2010, p. 48; Karlsson, 2017, p. 24). Such 

agreements include verification procedures as well as implementation, evaluation, and 

maintenance of MRAs (US CBP & EU DG TAXUD, 2013). The achievement of MRAs 

requires close collaboration among customs administrations entering MRA negotiations 

and recognising other partners’ AEO programs in terms of validation and authorisation 

processes. 

3. The theoretical framework of AEO mutual recognition 

Here, relevant literature is critically reviewed to identify gaps in the existing knowledge 

base. These gaps are then addressed by way of the current research. Firstly, the concept 

of the Customs-Business partnership is historically explored. The concept of ‘trusted 

trader’ used in different initiatives generated from this concept is distinguished, 

combined with available tools and instruments for fostering negotiation processes and 

implementation of AEO MRAs. The next two sections identify literature concerning 

regional and global-level AEO MRAs. Various factors associated with such 

negotiations from the literature are reviewed and discussed. The literature review is 

concluded with a summary of the findings and identification of gaps in the body of 

knowledge. 

3.1 AEO programs for promoting the Customs-Business partnership 

The 11th September terrorist attacks were a turning point event for governments and the 

international community to reshape regulatory environments at a national, regional and 

global level (Carter, 2014). Also, customs administrations are now mandated by their 

governments to take greater responsibility in securing the global supply chain while 

maintaining trade facilitation. To make this responsibility clearer, Ireland (2011) 



 

36 

 

classifies customs’ role into layers, including revenue collection layer, anti-smuggling 

policy layer, trade facilitation layer, and customs security policy layer. 

Among border governmental agencies, customs agencies play an important role in the 

administration of global commerce (Chang, 2009, p. 36; Erceg, 2014, p. 93). However, 

border control is not solely the function or responsibility of Customs and some border 

functions are shared with or conducted on behalf of other border agencies. In this 

regard, the role of Customs is still evolving, although currently, Customs is regarded as 

the major agency responsible for issues related to border processing of goods and 

travellers (Widdowson, 2007). 

Many drivers are causing the changing role of Customs, including globalisation, and the 

terrorist attacks of 11th September 2001 (Widdowson, 2007). Before the 2001 tragedy, 

globalisation and trade liberalisation were the main drivers of global economic 

development (Bachkar, 2010). They put Customs under mounting pressure for trade 

facilitation, which includes harmonising trade rules and practices, and simplifying and 

standardising border procedures, practices, and documents. Widdowson (2016, p. 4) 

also claims that before the terrorist attacks of 11th September 2001, the purpose of 

screening international consignments was to ensure compliance with relevant 

regulations for the facilitation of legitimate trade, not security at that time. As a result of 

the events of 2001, however, customs organisations emerged as an important 

government resource mandated to protect national security, adding to their principal 

focus comprising revenue collection, trade facilitation, and national interests protection 

(Wulf & Sokol, 2005). Currently, heightened terrorism concerns are an agenda priority 

in almost all countries, and the new focus of customs administrations on security occurs 

not just at the time of importation, but across the entire international supply chain 

(Holler & Schanck, 2010; Widdowson, 2007, 2016). 

In this context, the concept of Customs-Business partnership has emerged as an 

indispensable tool to achieve a balance between security measures and trade facilitation. 

However, finding the right balance is a challenge to ensure that security objectives do 

not compromise trade facilitation. Because no single actor can manage global supply 

chains, the new approach to achieving this balance is through a partnership with 

industry. Hence, customs organisations around the world are seeking to develop these 

partnerships. Some of the customs’ responsibilities for securing global supply chains 
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while maintaining facilitation of legitimate trade is then shared with other economic 

operators, such as manufacturers, importers, exporters and carriers (Holler & Schanck, 

2010; Mikuriya, 2007, p. 51). 

This concept represents a partnership arrangement between Customs and industry, 

whereby businesses share responsibilities with customs to secure the supply chain. In 

return, they are rewarded with benefits such as fast processing and release of goods, 

reduced physical inspections, and a low-risk rating, with Government resources 

focusing on high-risk transactions and traders. Therefore, partnerships are seen to build 

international trading efficiency, which simultaneously increases supply chain security 

and maintains trade facilitation. That is the main reason why the concept of Customs-

Business partnership programs was launched (WCO, 2015a). 

As a direct effect of the terrorist attacks of 11th September, various partnership 

programs have been developed in the regulatory environment at both national and 

international level. Gutiérrez et al. (2007, p. 31) notes that since this event there has 

been a change from security management decisions within a company to a security 

managing and regulating paradigm in global supply chains. At a national level, 

immediately after the terrorist attack of 9/11, the US initiated legislative security tools 

such as the Container Security Initiative (CSI) and the Customs-Trade Partnership 

Against Terrorism (C-TPAT). Internationally, the WCO responded to secure global 

trade with an instrument, the WCO SAFE Framework, which included the AEO concept 

(Altemöller, 2011). And the EU, including its then 28 member states introduced an 

AEO program which derives from the C-TPAT philosophy. Authorised operators are 

consequently feature at the centre of these programs. Fletcher (2007) raises the 

awareness of threats from global terrorism and emphasises the importance of protecting 

international supply chains by way of a Customs - trade cooperative approach like the 

AEO programs. 

3.2 AEOs or ‘Trusted traders’ in different initiatives 

The Revised Kyoto Convention (RKC) was adopted by the World Customs 

Organization in June 1999 and became effective 3rd February 2006. The convention has 

been considered a blueprint for customs reform and modernisation to meet government 

and trading community expectations. Among other key governing principles for 

promoting the balance between trade facilitation and customs control, a partnership with 
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trade aims to provide international commerce with predictability and efficiency in 

processing goods across borders. 

The Transitional Standard 3.32 of the RKC defines authorised traders as those “who 

meet criteria specified by the Customs, including having an appropriate record of 

compliance with Customs requirements and a satisfactory system for managing their 

commercial records.” In turn, they will be provided by Customs with reduced control 

levels and simplified customs procedures. 

The WCO SAFE Framework builds on the RKC and specifies AEOs as businesses or 

individuals involved in the global supply chain (manufacturers, importers, exporters, 

brokers, carriers, consolidators, intermediaries, ports, airports, terminal operators, 

integrated operators, warehouses and distributors). They can expect to enjoy trade 

facilitation benefits and other incentives for their legitimate consignments if specified 

requirements set by customs authorities are satisfied. Close cooperation between 

Customs and AEOs is likely to lead to a ‘win-win’ partnership program whereby 

customs could benefit from allocating fewer government resources over traders with 

AEO status and focus on high-risk transactions and traders. 

However, it is important to distinguish AEO programs from other programs that are 

based on the RKC. In the ‘Compendium of Authorized Economic Operator 

Programmes’ published by the WCO, there is a difference between AEO programs and 

Customs compliance programs. However, the definition of Customs compliance 

programs is not found under the SAFE Framework of Standards. The Compendium of 

AEO programs is considered a favourable reference for classifying both AEO and 

Customs compliance programs. The idea for this classification results from Transitional 

Standard 3.32 of the RKC and Article 7.7 (Trade Facilitation Measures for Authorised 

Operators) of the World Trade Organization (WTO) Trade Facilitation Agreement 

(TFA). As such, while Customs compliance is essential, no security element is required 

as a part of criteria listed therein (WCO, 2016). 

Countries developing AEO programs must, however, ensure that all security criteria 

are regulated and comply with the SAFE Framework. In contrast, Customs 

compliance programs are considered to be trade facilitation programs, focusing on 

authorised traders’ recommendations in the RKC (WCO, 2014). Participation in AEO 

programs is voluntary. Once authorised as ‘trusted traders’ in these programs, AEOs 
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are likely to benefit from less government intervention and recognition of their status 

overseas (Deutsche Gesellschaft für Internationale Zusammenarbeit GmbH et al., 

2016). Intangible benefits to AEOs could include enhanced global competitiveness 

and reputation (WCO, n.d.-a). 

There are a range of requirements for AEOs stipulated in the WCO SAFE Framework. 

These can be classified into two main eligibility criteria comprising customs 

compliance requirements (measurement and analysis, crisis management, information 

access, education and training, consultation and communication, financial viability, 

good compliance record and commercial record management) and supply chain 

security standards (trading partner security, premises security, conveyance security, 

cargo security, personnel security and IT security). 

The World Trade Organization (WTO) members concluded the TFA, effective in 2017, 

which is mainly an agreement for customs modernisation. Members of the WTO are 

encouraged to adopt an Authorised Operators (AO) scheme based on existing 

international standards, such as those from the AEO model in the WCO SAFE 

Framework. In Article 7.7 of the TFA, the AOs must meet several specific criteria that 

may include several specific criteria, among others, including the appropriate record of 

compliance with Customs and other related regulations, a system of managing records 

for necessary internal controls, financial solvency, and supply chain security (WCO, 

n.d.-a). Supply chain security standards might be integrated into the AO scheme, but 

overall objectives should be on the side of trade facilitation. 

As a result, these criteria are not compulsory for any AO scheme which differs from 

mandatory security requirements for obtaining AEO status regulated by the WCO SAFE 

Framework. In addition to specific criteria for achieving AO status, the TFA also set out 

trade facilitation measures including few documentary and data requirements as 

appropriate; low rate of physical inspections and examinations as appropriate; rapid 

release time as appropriate; deferred payment of duties, taxes and charges; use of 

comprehensive guarantees or reduced guarantees; a single customs declaration for all 

imports or exports in a given period; and clearance of goods at the premises of the 

authorised operator or another place authorised by Customs. In addition, three of these 

measures must be provided to AOs as part of trade facilitation benefits. 
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3.3 Tools for facilitating the achievement of AEO MRAs 

The difference of national AEO programs can impede the negotiation of MRAs, and the 

WCO fosters the negotiation process by providing instruments for guiding WCO 

members through the establishment of AEO programs (WCO, 2012a). The ‘AEO 

Implementation Guidance: How to develop an AEO programme’ guide, launched in 

2010, is an instrument attached to the SAFE Framework (package III). It provides 

“basic step-by-step guidance on the development and implementation of an AEO 

programme” (WCO, 2010). Other instruments include ‘Model AEO Appeal Procedures’ 

as package V, ‘AEO Benefits’ as package VI, ‘the Authorized Economic Operator and 

the Small and Medium Enterprise’ as package X, and ‘AEO Template’ as package XII. 

These packages make it more likely that the national AEO programs established are 

compatible with the SAFE Framework. 

However, one of the key objectives of the WCO SAFE Framework is mutual 

recognition of AEO programs. Therefore, the WCO launched guidelines for developing 

a mutual recognition arrangement/agreement in 2011, hereinafter called the WCO MRA 

Guidelines, (WCO, 2011a) to provide members with a useful tool for facilitating future 

MRA negotiations and implementation. The guidelines recommend that an element 

‘Compatibility’ based on experiences and texts of previously signed MRAs, should be 

included in the texts of intended MRAs. This element should cover AEO certification, 

assessment, approval, monitoring of AEO status, a post-authorisation mechanism and 

compliance of the AEO programs with the WCO SAFE Framework. 

The WCO MRA Guidelines also set forth many issues experienced and reported by its 

members, covering a wide area ranging from regulatory and procedural issues to those 

in information technology. When undertaking a balanced comparison and analysis for 

compatibility in AEO programs of two or more countries in negotiations, these issues 

must be identified. In a study on an MRA negotiation between Thailand and the EU, 

Hintsa (2013, p. 87) emphasises that a compatibility analysis identified several gaps and 

grey areas which may become obstacles for their negotiations. Nonetheless, Chuah 

(2014, p. 14) notes that even a direct comparison could not produce a favourable 

outcome due to some critical differences between AEO programs or transnational 

regulations. Altemöller (2011) also expresses a future perspective on an international 
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supply chain security regime by further recognising and developing international 

instruments and argues the WCO should lead in this role. 

It is also noted that the SAFE Framework is a “live” document as it is regularly updated. 

It ensures that the SAFE Framework remains relevant and adaptable to new 

opportunities and challenges. In 2018, a new version of the SAFE Framework was 

released to enhance information exchange, mutual recognition of controls, mutual 

recognition of AEOs, and mutual administrative assistance. The SAFE Framework 

(version 2018) promotes further cooperation among Customs, relevant government 

agencies and international traders based on trust and transparency. Several new or 

updated tools/instruments are packaged in the updated SAFE Framework, including the 

‘Compendium of Authorized Economic Operator Programmes’ (2018 edition), the 

‘AEO Mutual Recognition Strategy Guide’, and the ‘WCO Guidelines on Trader 

Identification Number.’ These new and updated tools aim to promote and assist further 

harmonisation of AEO programmes around the world. 

In summary, although many tools and instruments are constructed for facilitating the 

negotiation process of AEO MRAs, there are still many challenges for any nations to 

achieve MRAs with others. Interested nations must understand the challenges and 

prepare careful plans to apply any useful tools, instruments, and best practices available 

(WCO, 2011a). 

3.4 Expectations about a global MRA of AEO programs 

Although many WCO members have made every effort, challenges still exist to 

progress the mutual recognition of AEO programs (Mikuriya, 2007, p. 52). The WCO 

calls on its members to have a standardised approach as a “solid platform” for AEO 

authorisation due to its significant role in developing bilateral, regional and 

international mutual recognition agreements of AEOs (WCO, 2015b). This organisation 

also plays a vital role in developing tools and instruments to promote and initiate 

national AEO programs and mutual recognition of AEO programs (WCO, 2007, p. 56). 

Altemöller (2011) analyses the current implementation of national, regional and 

international security initiatives. The author also expresses a future perspective on an 

international supply chain security regime and argues the WCO should lead this role by 

recognising and developing international instruments. Additionally, the mutual 

recognition of security regimes could be developed at a global level in the future as it 
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has “a solid platform” in the WCO MRA Guidelines. The research findings argue a 

point of view towards a global MRA of AEO programs strongly. However, no strategy 

is presented on how to solve the problems identified in the article that calls for an 

integrated approach from the WCO. The article also lacks information about challenges 

countries face in achieving mutual recognition of AEO negotiations or in taking part in 

the international regime of supply chain security. 

National Board of Trade (2010, p. 13) asserts that establishing a global system of MRAs 

at a national, regional, and international level is critical. National AEO programs for 

granting AEO status must comply with those tools specified in the SAFE Framework. 

Moreover, further cooperation is encouraged between customs administrations to 

negotiate MRAs of AEO programs and other mechanisms to achieve future objectives 

of a global system of mutual recognition (Ariadna, 2016, p. 14). 

The WCO predicts AEO programs’ future as “the eventual development of an 

international system of mutual recognition” and includes the Process Outline for 

Business (Annex IV) in the SAFE Framework for achieving this objective. Although 

this is a long-term goal, ‘a phased approach’, with bilateral, regional initiatives is 

expected to be implemented before heading towards a global system (WCO, 2015b). 

Widdowson (2016) argues that developing countries’ traders will face disadvantages if 

there is no global mutual recognition agreement. Also, Irish (2009, p. 82) shares a 

common view with the WCO about mutual recognition of AEO programs as a long-

term goal. 

The 2019 edition of the Compendium of AEO programs records a significant increase in 

signed and negotiated MRAs worldwide. It states that this would contribute to a 

harmonised approach to achieve mutual and multilateral recognition agreements (WCO, 

2019). Widdowson (2016, p. 12) indicates that mutual recognition of AEO programs 

enables verification of traders’ supply chains upstream to countries of exportation and 

the number of these agreements will significantly increase if regional and multilateral 

agreements are not in place. 

Weerth (2011, p. 379; 2015, p. 230) suggests that a global agreement of AEO standards 

could be easier than bilateral agreements for 163 nations which could take a long time 

to achieve. However, no evidence or analysis is presented to prove this statement. 
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Another limitation of this article is the lack of reasons presented for the need for a WCO 

agreement of AEO standards. 

Weerth (2015) synthesises a useful list of current MRAs and concludes that most MRAs 

are in operation between developed nations or typical hub trading countries, such as 

Hong Kong and Singapore. Developing and least developed countries remain outside 

this network of supply chain security, although these countries also play an important 

role in securing global trade. The author expresses the need for a general AEO 

agreement to foster the participation of developing and least developed countries in 

global supply chain security. However, there is a lack of empirical data, clear detail or 

evidence supporting the author’s statements about the trend towards global MRAs. 

While some studies present the need for a global agreement of mutual recognition (The 

Ariadna, 2016; National Board of Trade, 2010; Weerth, 2011, 2015), other studies 

(Aigner, 2010; Mikuriya, 2007) foresee many challenges and difficulties to achieve an 

agreement on a global scale. One reason outlined by Aigner (2010) is the trust level in 

each other’s programs, controls, and audits. Aigner (2010) suggests a model in which a 

trilateral recognition agreement could be created when MRAs are merged in some 

situations. 

3.5 An emerging approach to regional AEO programs or multilateral MRAs 

Regional AEO programs are among the most powerful tools for promoting economies 

along with regional harmonisation of trade regulations (Hintsa et al., 2016, p. 9). These 

programs based on common criteria and standards may not require a separate MRA 

between and among members. AEOs get automatic recognition in all member states, for 

example, the EU and, the East African Community (EAC). A multilateral MRA has 

similar characteristics to regional AEO programs, but it does not require an 

organisational structure (for example, a customs union) for enabling, granting regional 

AEO status and operating mutual recognition of AEO programs. 

With a more practical approach than the call for global MRAs, Widdowson (2014) 

examines existing MRAs worldwide, particularly evaluating bilateral MRAs and their 

effects on trade and customs administrations. A new approach for multilateral 

agreements is suggested, which may reduce international transaction costs. Widdowson 

(2014) highlights reasons that result in struggles or problems in negotiations on mutual 

recognition due to divergence and inconsistent criteria in the implementation of AEO 
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programs among WCO members. Bilateral MRAs have considerably progressed as 

several countries expressed their intention to enter negotiations regardless of differences 

in their partners’ AEO programs. In Widdowson (2014), statistics and analysis strongly 

support a projection for a multilateral approach to mutual recognition, reducing the 

burden for negotiating and administering MRAs. The article also analyses supply chain 

security initiatives and proves the trend towards regional or global mutual recognition 

agreements. 

When studying the current bilateral approach and witnessing an excessive number of 

bilateral MRAs which may place a significant burden on the stakeholders involved, 

Widdowson (2014, p. 67) recommends a multilateral approach. In 2016, Widdowson 

(2016) affirms that the number of bilateral agreements will significantly increase if 

regional and multilateral agreements are not in place. 

The United Nations Conference on Trade and Development (2010, p. 8 [UNCTAD]) 

expresses concern over the many challenges remaining for the effective implementation 

of mutual recognition of AEO status, especially in the longer term. This explains why 

the EU adopted the AEO concept at a regional level with its introduction into the 

Community Customs Code. However, Ariadna (2016) identifies that the current 

implementation of this regional AEO program could also face various challenges for 

national customs administrations and the industry. Customs administrations express 

issues concerning database access, harmonised standards of competence at the EU level 

(exchange of practices) and close communication between Customs and trade. In the 

meantime, economic operators sometimes experience unfavourable implementation 

from AEO programs, such as a lack or an inadequacy of transparent supply of 

information about AEO benefits, and problems relating to the authorisation for 

simplifications in IT systems. 

Some regional schemes have already been developed or are under negotiation. The 

National Board of Trade (2010) presents strong points, including the analysis of 

attempts from the EAC to develop a regional AEO program with a built-in mutual 

recognition. This report, however, fails to identify the possible obstacles facing regional 

AEO programs. 

Other trading blocks are interested in negotiation of regional AEO programs including, 

the Pacific Alliance (Cancino, 2017), the Trans Kalahari Corridor (Munyaradzi & 
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Holler, 2010), the Gulf Cooperation Council, and the Association of Southeast Asian 

Nations (Hintsa et al., 2016). In addition, the Southern African Customs Union (SACU), 

the Andean Community and the Agadir Agreement [a free trade agreement between 

Egypt, Jordan, Morocco and Tunisia] are hoping to develop regional AEO programs. 

They set action plans to achieve MRAs among members. However, most of these 

regional initiatives are still under development. The only successes to date have been 

the Pacific Alliance’s multilateral MRAs, the Andean Community and the Agadir 

Agreement. 

4. Factors that could affect the negotiation of AEO MRAs 

In recent years, numerous studies have attempted to investigate factors that impact AEO 

MRA negotiations from varying perspectives. Some studies emphasise economic 

factors by using empirical methods (Kim, 2017) while others present concepts, such as 

compliance of AEO programs with the SAFE Framework on MRA negotiations 

(Aigner, 2010, p. 52; Altemöller, 2011; Carter, 2014, pp. 28-29; Fletcher, 2007; 

Harrison & Holloway, 2007; Hintsa, 2013; Karlsson, 2017, p. 27; Lánská & Vittek, 

2012; National Board of Trade, 2010; Polner, 2010), or national sovereignty 

(Altemöller, 2011, p. 27). The next section aims to identify factors impacting the 

negotiation of AEO MRAs from the existing literature. 

To facilitate the understanding of a broad range of factors, studies on negotiation often 

categorise factors depending on their common attributes (Mainardes et al., 2013). Based 

on each factor’s nature, they are then categorised into several groups consisting of 

political, regulatory, organisational, technical, economic, and psychological 

characteristics to facilitate the construction of a theoretical research framework. The 

results of the literature review conducted here are also categorised in this way. 

4.1 Political factors 

Political characteristics include areas such as government policy, political structure and 

stability, political support, trade control, import restrictions and tariffs, regulation or 

deregulation. Several prior studies examined the influence of political factors on the 

negotiation of AEO MRAs (Aigner, 2010, p. 51; Altemöller, 2011, p. 27; Ariadna, 

2016, p. 5; Chuah, 2014, p. 86; Donner & Kruk, 2009, p. 54; Hintsa, 2013, p. 86; Kim, 

2017; Lee & Shao, 2014; National Board of Trade, 2010, p. 13; Widdowson, 2016, p. 
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4), in which these factors comprised political will, national sovereignty, trade 

facilitation and control (non-tariff barriers and import clearance time as indicators). 

The National Board of Trade (2010, p. 13) focused on the development of AEO-like 

programs to date in many key trading nations across the world. It noted that both parties' 

solution in MRA negotiations depends on political will and real cooperation between 

the parties. In contrast, Altemöller (2011, p. 27) identifies challenges for MRA 

negotiations attributed to national sovereignty. National AEO programs often represent 

nations' priority of security which is consequently connected to national sovereignty. 

Therefore, this these may well become "political impediments" for MRAs. Similarly, 

Chuah (2014, p. 94), in a recent study, also mentions the scenario where one negotiating 

partner could take advantage of MRAs to influence the other partners' regulations. 

In addition, non-tariff barriers (NTBs) such as import licensing, customs and 

administrative entry procedures, standards, and pre-shipment inspections are not 

mentioned in any AEO programs which may be problematic to the negotiation of 

MRAs. Questions raised in this situation are that once MRAs are operational but at a 

later stage, certain NTBs would be required by a party to protect its domestic market 

(Ariadna, 2016, p. 30). On the other hand, Kim (2017, p. 8) argues that AEO MRAs can 

be combined with FTA to eliminate the effects of NTBs. Additionally, Kim (2017, p. 

24) notes that the likelihood of achieving AEO MRAs is higher within countries with a 

lower level of NTBs. 

Only a few empirical studies have been conducted in the field of AEO MRAs. Lee and 

Shao (2014) conducted a compelling study to collect empirical data prior and post-AEO 

MRA. The study shows that import clearance time for AEO companies is faster than for 

non-AEO companies before the achievement of MRAs. The clearance time also 

significantly reduced after the achievement of MRAs. Similarly, the number and 

percentage of goods examined for AEOs were substantially reduced after MRAs. In 

addition, Kim (2017) found a correlation between AEO MRAs and import clearance 

time (p. 24). 

Political factors impacting the negotiation of AEO MRAs from the literature are 

summarised in Table 2.1. 
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Table 2.1 

Political Factors Impacting the Negotiation of AEO MRAs 

Factor Definition (from the literature) Reference(s) 

Political 

will 

The intention, desire or commitment 

of political actors to work on “all 

phases of the process of preparation 

and implementation of a policy”, such 

as government initiative, choice of 

policy, public commitment and 

allocation of resources, continuity of 

effort, and monitoring of 

implementation (Abazović & Mujkić, 

2015).  

Aigner (2010); Altemöller 

(2011); Carter (2014); Fletcher 

(2007); Harrison and Holloway 

(2007); Hintsa (2013); 

Karlsson (2017); Lánská and 

Vittek (2012); National Board 

of Trade (2010); Polner (2010); 

US CBP & EU DG TAXUD, 

US Customs and Border 

Protection and the EU 

Directorate-General for 

Taxation and Customs Union 

(2013); WCO (2018c) 

National 

sovereignty 

The power or the authority of a nation 

to control its internal matters without 

foreign interference (such as making, 

executing, and applying laws) and 

protecting its independence, territory 

and political structure (Steinberg, 

2013). 

Altemöller (2011); Chuah 

(2014) 

Non-tariff 

barriers 

There are not only customs but other 

border agencies at the border. 

Regulations and procedures which 

require excessive documentation by 

these agencies are likely to create 

non-tariff barriers to international 

trade. 

Ariadna (2016); Kim (2017) 

Import 

clearance 

time 

The amounts of time that it takes to 

clear import goods from 

customs/border agencies. 

Kim (2017); Lee and Shao 

(2014) 

Source: Author 

4.2 Regulatory factors 

Regulatory factors involve the presence and change in laws, the administrative 

guidelines for the implementation of AEO programs and the achievement of AEO 

MRAs. They may well include the compliance of AEO programs with the SAFE 

Framework, the focus of AEO programs, the scope of AEO programs, and dispute 

resolution procedures. 

The compliance of AEO programs with the SAFE Framework means the national AEO 

programs compatible with the SAFE Framework and its instruments, which could affect 

MRA negotiations. Many studies note the importance of compliance of AEO programs 
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with the SAFE Framework on MRA negotiations (Altemöller, 2011; Fletcher, 2007; 

Hintsa, 2013; Lánská & Vittek, 2012; Polner, 2010). This is because the SAFE 

Framework sets out global standards and principles for developing AEO programs, and 

encourages Customs administrations to implement them uniformly. Furthermore, Hintsa 

(2013) and Polner (2010) regard the SAFE Framework as a model for harmonised 

implementation in every contracting party. Other research emphasises that if WCO 

members develop AEO programs with provisions different from the recommendations 

of the SAFE Framework, it may cause those AEO programs to diverge and become 

incompatible with the Framework (Aigner, 2010, p. 52; Karlsson, 2017, p. 27; Lánská 

& Vittek, 2012; National Board of Trade, 2010). Therefore, the updated SAFE 

Framework (version 2018) emphasises that “if the respective countries are signatories to 

SAFE, the critical Customs to Business Pillar fundamentals will already be in place to 

foster a healthy negotiating environment.” (WCO, 2018c). 

The SAFE Framework fosters this process by providing guidelines for WCO members 

to establish AEO programs (WCO, 2012a). Many studies favour the application of these 

guidelines to harmonise countries’ security initiatives (Fletcher, 2007) and ensure 

compatibility with the SAFE Framework standards. If these guidelines are applied, 

AEO programs could be recognised across the world (Altemöller, 2011), and this 

facilitates the acceptance of other parties’ initiatives in mutual recognition processes 

(Lánská & Vittek, 2012). Additionally, MRAs will be further promoted by the 

application of common standards and uniform criteria of national AEO programs in 

negotiations (Altemöller, 2011; Lánská & Vittek, 2012). 

Lánská and Vittek (2012) state that the example of an EU-US MRA represents a 

favourable approach to negotiations of different programs based on similar principles 

such as data exchange, not their philosophy. This finding seems to be reinforced by a 

decision signed on 4 May 2012, between the US and the EU for mutually recognising 

the C-TPAT program in the US and the AEO program in the EU as compatible. 

Operators holding membership status of these two programs are equally treated, “to the 

extent practicable and possible” (US CBP & EU DG TAXUD, 2013). In particular, 

Carter (2014, pp. 28-29) emphasises “the understanding of similarities of security 

standards in different nations” and notes that several customs compliance programs 

which are recognised as equivalent to another party’s AEO programs in the concluded 
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MRAs. It appears that Carter’s findings are less convincing, and the reason for this will 

be discussed below. 

The scope of AEO programs is regarded as the choice of countries to develop AEO 

programs with a priority on export only, import only or both export and import. The 

National Board of Trade (2010) references the SAFE Framework that both import and 

export flows should be considered in mutual recognition of AEO programs. Apart from 

the scope, the focus of AEO programs refers to the structure of Customs-Business 

partnership programs where they include a layer of trade compliance provisions or a 

layer of security provisions, or both layers. There are different initiatives or concepts for 

‘trusted trader’, including the RKC, the SAFE Framework, and the Trade Facilitation 

Agreement. In contrast, AEO and AEO MRAs are defined in the SAFE Framework, 

which creates international standards for customs administrations to launch AEO 

programs and seek AEO MRAs with other customs administrations. Other programs 

with only a compliance layer could be regarded as a customs compliance program or a 

customs facilitation program with no common specified criteria and standards (WCO, 

2014, 2016). 

The EU sets real mutuality (for AEO programs with both export and import) as a goal 

for MRA negotiations (National Board of Trade, 2010). However, Karlsson (2017) 

emphasises a challenge to MRA negotiations if AEO programs lack maturity, which 

causes a situation of unbalanced benefits between two AEO programs to exchange and 

make it difficult to “provide more benefits than already exist in the national programs”. 

Nonetheless, the maturity of an AEO program could be explained when taking an 

example from Australia as this country launched the Trusted Trader program and then 

obtained their first MRA with New Zealand nearly at the same time. So, it appears that 

the maturity of an AEO program could be simply a synthesis of other factors, for 

example, the scope and focus of an AEO program. 

Widdowson et al. (2014) have a different viewpoint, from a study that reviewed 

‘Accredited Operator’ (AO) schemes in operation or implemented worldwide. The 

study stresses that security standards in AEO programs should be the principal criteria 

for mutual recognition. A piece of evidence to support this view is from the New 

Zealand-Australia MRA. Because the sole focus of New Zealand's Secure Export 

Scheme (SES) is the security of exported cargo, an MRA between these two countries 
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could be achieved with only security standards in Australia's AEO program. Another 

example of this is the MRA between New Zealand and the US. 

The WCO recommends that countries seeking AEO MRA partners consider whether 

their respective programs are fully operational and consistent with security standards 

specified in the SAFE Framework. Furthermore, security components in their partners’ 

AEO programs should have a “rigorous validation methodology” (WCO, 2018c). 

Chuah (2014, p. 10) explains that dispute resolution procedures involve a mechanism 

that allows an MRA partner to act against AEO companies' irregularities from other 

partners’ programs. Chuah (2014) describes two examples, including agreements 

between the EU-US and the EU-Japan, that lack such procedures. This means that 

customs administrations can suspend the benefits provided to the other partners’ AEOs. 

However, reasons must be promptly given, and further consultations between the two 

customs administrations must follow. The author argues that these two agreements also 

present different provisions relating to dispute resolution procedures, but demonstrate 

“how the suspension of benefits take place” and the possible impact on each other’s 

relationship in the MRAs. Although Chuah (2014) mentions the lack of dispute 

resolution procedures as a challenge for mutual recognition in the EU-China context, it 

is still unclear how this challenge can affect MRA negotiations. 

Regulatory factors impacting the negotiation of AEO MRAs from the literature are 

summarised in Table 2.2. 

Table 2.2 

Regulatory Factors Impacting the Negotiation of AEO MRAs 

Factor Definition (from the literature) Reference(s) 

Compliance 

of AEO 

programs 

with the 

SAFE 

Framework 

A status by which national or 

regional AEO programs are based on 

similar principles, uniform criteria or 

common standards as recommended 

by the SAFE Framework, such as 

AEO certification, assessment, 

approval, monitoring of AEO status, 

post-authorisation mechanism.  

Aigner (2010); Altemöller 

(2011); Carter (2014); 

Fletcher (2007); Hintsa 

(2013); Karlsson (2017); 

Lánská and Vittek (2012); 

National Board of Trade 

(2010); Polner (2010); (US 

CBP & EU DG TAXUD 

(2013)); WCO (2012a, 

2018c) 

The scope 

of AEO 

programs 

When countries choose to develop 

AEO programs with a priority on 

export only, import only or both 

export and import. 

Karlsson (2017); National 

Board of Trade (2010) 
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Factor Definition (from the literature) Reference(s) 

The focus 

of AEO 

programs 

The structures of customs-business 

partnership programs including a 

layer of trade compliance provisions 

or a layer of security provisions, or 

both layers.  

WCO (2014, 2016, 2018c); 

Widdowson et al. (2014) 

Dispute 

resolution 

procedures 

“The procedures to be followed if 

one MRA partner finds irregularities 

involving the AEOs of the other 

partner country's AEO Programme” 

(Chuah, 2014). 

Chuah (2014) 

Source: Author 

4.3 Organisational factors 

Organisational factors comprise a set of shared values and beliefs by a nation and a 

trading community that provide guidance or lead community members to organise and 

interact with each other towards their objectives (Cooke & Szumal, 1993). Previous 

authors identified several organisational factors comprised of high-level internal 

commitment, resource allocation, MRA training, the awareness of traders of the MRA 

concept, utilisation, and benefits, and trader’s satisfaction with MRA benefits (Kim, 

2017; WCO, 2018c). 

High-level internal commitment identified in the WCO MRA Strategy Guide (WCO, 

2018c) is regarded as an important factor influencing MRA negotiations. It means that 

when a country identifies potential MRA partners and between them existing larger 

agreements (for example, a Customs Mutual Assistance Agreement (CMAA), a Supply 

Chain Security Agreement, or a Letter of Intent), MRA negotiations are likely to be 

successful due to high-level interest and political support already in place. The WCO 

MRA Strategy Guide also recommends that internal commitments at a senior level 

should have been previously achieved to efficiently support an MRA negotiation 

(WCO, 2018c). 

However, resource allocation factors could impact MRA negotiations have not been 

broadly discussed in the literature, except in WCO (2018c). This guide mentions that 

before approaching another customs administrations for MRA engagement discussions, 

the customs administration should consider the proposed timeframe for the MRA 

negotiation process and the availability of human and financial resources (WCO, 2018c, 

p. 31). Therefore, when two or more countries decide to initiate AEO MRA 
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negotiations, it is also important that they consider several other factors such as 

timeframes, human resources and budgets for such MRA negotiations. 

A critical finding from Lee and Shao (2014, pp. 19-20) is that there is a significantly 

low level of awareness of the MRA concept and its utilisation and benefits among the 

private sector, and lower satisfaction with MRA benefits from AEO companies than 

expected. Having agreed with Lee and Shao (2014) about the significance of raising 

awareness of AEO MRAs with the private sector, WCO (2018c, p. 60) indicates that 

MRA training for the private sector will be the key to such an objective. Additionally, 

training materials (for example, brochures) should be developed by MRA-engaging 

administrations (WCO, 2018c). 

Organisational factors impacting the negotiation of AEO MRAs from the literature are 

summarised in Table 2.3. 

Table 2.3 

Organisational Factors Impacting the Negotiation of AEO MRAs 

Factor Definition (from the literature) Reference(s) 

High-level 

internal 

commitment 

High-level internal commitments to 

support MRA negotiations. 

WCO (2018c) 

Resource 

allocation 

Allocation of time, human and financial 

resources for the MRA negotiation 

process.  

WCO (2018c) 

MRA training MRA training and materials provided to 

customs officers and the private sector. 

WCO (2018c) 

The 

awareness by 

traders of the 

concept, 

utilisation, 

and benefits 

of MRAs 

This factor refers to international 

traders' knowledge and experience on 

MRA concept, utilisation, and benefits. 

Lee and Shao (2014); 

WCO (2018c) 

Satisfaction 

with MRA 

benefits 

This factor refers to the satisfaction of 

AEO companies with MRA benefits 

provided under an AEO MRA. 

Lee and Shao (2014) 

Source: Author 

4.4 Technical factors 

Certain technical factors, including relevant data exchange, data protection, and 

integrity could affect the negotiation of MRAs. Weerth (2011, p. 379) states that due to 

data exchange and data protection issues, the number of MRA negotiations still stands 
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low. Hintsa (2013, p. 70) emphasises that data exchange is a critical aspect of any 

MRA. If this factor is absent, MRAs will not work. Kim (2017) argues that data 

exchange and protection are “prerequisite of AEO MRA negotiation” which could 

affect trust in partner countries’ security and that nations tend to have MRA 

negotiations with partners that possess secure IT environments (p. 25). 

Although many authors discuss legal aspects of data protection, data integrity and 

exchange (Aigner, 2010; Chan & Holler, 2016; Chuah, 2014, p. 10; Hintsa, 2013, p. 70; 

Ireland, 2011; Kim, 2017; National Board of Trade, 2010; Weerth, 2011, p. 379; 2015, 

p. 230), only the National Board of Trade (2010) recommends that technical aspects 

regarding data exchange need to be considered in MRA negotiations. The legal ‘side’ 

considers “how to overcome problems” as some information could be confidential or 

involve privacy and data protection. Meanwhile, the technical ‘side’ relates the 

questions of “where it must be agreed”, “what data is required”, and “how it is to be 

transferred” to overcome any problems in the implementation stage of MRA 

agreements. 

 Hintsa (2013) presents another potential bottleneck in MRA negotiations: how the 

process from data exchange of customs declarations and validation of AEOs to the stage 

of applying benefits to eligible AEO companies should be clearly described in MRAs. 

Further, Hintsa (2013) emphasises “the different methods of identifying or referencing 

AEOs in different countries can make this very problematic, but not insurmountable.” 

Aigner (2010) notes that countries intending to obtain MRAs should carefully consider 

their equivalent standards in AEO programs, requirements of timely data exchange, and 

also their approach to controls, integrity and data protection. These issues could affect 

their negotiating partners’ trust or mutual understandings. Another consideration is if 

sensitive information being exchanged or made accessible. A study by Ireland (2011) 

points out several controversial issues in MRA negotiations, such as data exchange, data 

privacy, and scanners in foreign ports. Chan and Holler (2016) suggest an Automated 

Electronic Data Exchange system and Compatible Trader Identification Number (TIN) 

systems to identify other partners’ AEOs and grant eligible benefits and incentives. 

These systems are expected to facilitate MRA negotiations. 

Meanwhile, the guidelines for developing a mutual recognition arrangement/agreement 

present a few issues related to data exchange and risk management. An MRA partner 



 

54 

 

will be mandated to access the other partners’ systems and manage the risk concerning 

data mishandling, security breaches, and non-compliance with customs regulations 

(Chuah, 2014, p. 10). 

Technical factors impacting the negotiation of AEO MRAs from the literature are 

summarised in Table 2.4. 

Table 2.4 

Technical Factors Impacting the Negotiation of AEO MRAs 

Factor Definition (from the literature) Reference(s) 

Privacy and 

Data 

protection 

The individual's privacy and the 

confidentiality of information/data. 

Privacy must be protected, and 

individuals have the right to have 

access to their data held to verify 

their accuracy. 

Aigner (2010); Chan and 

Holler (2016); Ireland (2011); 

Kim (2017); National Board 

of Trade (2010); Weerth 

(2011) 

Data 

exchange 

The exchanges of data such as 

customs declarations and validation 

of AEO status among Customs 

administrations. 

Aigner (2010); Hintsa (2013); 

Ireland (2011); Kim (2017) 

Data 

integrity 

The assurance of data's accuracy and 

consistency in any system that stores, 

processes, or retrieves data.  

Aigner (2010) 

Source: Author 

4.5 Economic factors 

Economic characteristics include factors concerning the current international trade, the 

national economy, or development among countries participating in AEO MRA 

negotiations. Although these economic-related factors seem to play a critical role in 

such negotiations, only a few studies on these factors, such as Kim (2017). Interestingly, 

Kim (2017) finds a greater probability of AEO MRAs related to economic size than the 

export value in bilateral trade (p. 24). As previously discussed, economic factors 

impacting the negotiation of AEO MRAs from the literature are summarised in Table 

2.5. 

Table 2.5 

Economic Factors Impacting the Negotiation of AEO MRAs 

Factor Definition (from the literature) Reference(s) 

Economic 

size 

The gross domestic product (GDP) 

one country can generate in one fiscal 

year.  

Kim (2017) 

 

Export 

volume in 

The export revenue that a country 

generates from exporting goods into 

another country. 

Kim (2017) 
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Factor Definition (from the literature) Reference(s) 

bilateral 

trade 

Source: Author 

4.6 Psychological factors 

Psychological elements discussed in the literature as factors impacting all negotiations 

include the trust, assumptions, decisions, and attitudes one party has towards the other 

(Wertheim, n.d.). Trust in a trading partner’s regulatory environment is likely an 

important element for mutual recognition of AEO programs (Widdowson, 2016). 

Donner and Kruk (2009, pp. 66-67) present that the trust level among negotiating 

partners may well be an obstacle in negotiations of MRAs. Hintsa (2013, p. 70) stresses 

further that trust could result from close cooperation between customs administrations 

in which partners in MRA negotiations must have an equivalent regulatory environment 

(each other's audits, control, and authorisations) and adequate security level. 

Investigating AEO programs in APEC countries, Chan and Holler (2016, p. 38) note 

several impediments to achieving multilateral mutual recognition agreements such as 

trust in the other partner’s control mechanisms, data protection. Meanwhile, it was 

witnessed that operational MRAs diverged which could impede international trade. 

Similarly, Aigner (2010) states that “mutual recognition is based on the trust” between 

countries and that negotiation of MRAs only happens if there is confidence in each 

other’s security measures. Many AEO mutual recognition arrangements or agreements 

have been concluded or negotiated among customs administrations with sufficient trust 

in each other’s audits, ongoing controls, and authorisation. Also, Aigner (2010) notes 

that it is difficult to ensure that all parties have a similar trust level on each other’s 

programs, control, and audits in the case of achieving multilateral or global mutual 

recognition. However, the National Board of Trade (2010) claims that customs 

administrations could not “trust blindly” when negotiating MRAs. Trust would take 

time to build up so that the National Board of Trade (2010) suggests the WCO ensure 

AEO programs' equivalence among its members. If there is a uniform implementation 

of standards, trust in each other’ authorisations will be firmly established. Psychological 

factors impacting the negotiation of AEO MRAs from the literature are summarised in 

Table 2.6. 
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Table 2.6 

Psychological Factors Impacting the Negotiation of AEO MRAs 

Factor Definition (from the literature) Reference(s) 

Trust (or 

confidence) 

in trading 

partners’ 

regulatory 

environment 

A firm belief whereby a nation can have 

confidence (sufficient trust) in the reliability 

of the other nations’ regulatory environment 

(such as audits, controls mechanisms, and 

authorisations) and that their security levels 

(such as data protection) are adequate 

Chan and Holler (2016); 

Donner and Kruk (2009); 

Hintsa (2013); 

Widdowson (2016) 

Source: Author 

 

5. Conclusions 

Factors that may impact the negotiation of AEO MRAs from the literature are 

summarised in Table 2.7. 

Table 2.7 

The categorisation of Factors and Code Assigned for this Study 

Factor Code 

Political   

1 Political will F1 

2 National sovereignty F2 

3 Non-tariff barriers F3 

4 Import clearance time F4 

Regulatory   

1 Compliance of AEO programs with the SAFE Framework F5 

2 The scope of AEO programs F6 

3 The focus of AEO programs F7 

4 Dispute resolution procedures F8 

Organisational  

1 High-level internal commitment F9 

2 Resource allocation F10 

3 MRA training F11 

4 The awareness by traders of the concept, utilisation, and 

benefits of MRAs 

F12 

5 Satisfaction with MRA benefits F13 

Technical   

1 Privacy and Data protection F14 

2 Data exchange F15 

3 Data integrity F16 

Economic   

1 Economic size F17 

2 Export volume in a bilateral trade F18 

Psychological   

1 Trust (or confidence) in trading partners’ regulatory 

environment 

F19 

Source: Author 
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The literature review has identified 19 factors that may impact MRA negotiations. 

However, there is no clear evidence as to whether the factors listed in Table 2.7 are 

causal factors and if so, how they would impact MRA negotiations. However, this 

preliminary identification is an important basis for this study. It will help develop 

survey and interview questions to collect primary data from experts to confirm (or not) 

the factors listed in Table 2.7. It will also help identify other factors that may not have 

been previously identified in the literature. 

Prior studies have analysed a highlighted instance of the EU-US MRA and questioned 

the equivalence of AEO programs of negotiating countries (Karlsson, 2017; Lánská & 

Vittek, 2012; National Board of Trade, 2010). Similar examples of operational MRAs 

with different AEO programs are MRAs of Australia -New Zealand or Singapore - 

Japan. The former is conducted between the Australian AEO program focused on export 

and import and that of New Zealand mainly for export. The latter is an MRA between 

Singapore’s program, focused mainly on security, with Japan’s comprehensive 

program. This leads to the question of what does the requirement of compatibility or 

equivalence mean in practice? Are there any other factors that influence the conclusion 

of MRAs when there is no equivalence between AEO programs? 

In an interconnected world, increasing global issues and challenges cannot be solved by 

states on their own, even powerful ones. Thus nations must adapt to the possibility of 

their national sovereignty being eroded, and that they have to cooperate for better 

responses to such issues (Tuca, 2015, p. 196). As few studies mention the influence of 

national sovereignty to AEO MRA negotiations (Altemöller, 2011), questions are raised 

as to whether national sovereignty is affected and if yes, how this factor could influence 

the conclusion and implementation of MRAs. 

The negotiation of MRAs may be influenced by the trust (or confidence) in other 

countries’ AEO programs and political will. Although some studies present trust as a 

factor influencing the MRA negotiation process (Aigner, 2010; Chan & Holler, 2016; 

Donner & Kruk, 2009; Hintsa, 2013; Widdowson, 2016), it is still unclear what level of 

trust is enough for the conclusion of MRAs and in what specific areas of AEO programs 

(audit, control, authorisation procedures or data) it is needed. 

In addition, the influence of political will on MRA negotiations, mentioned by the 

National Board of Trade (2010), Wei (2016) and Chuah (2014), raises some questions. 
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For example, does political will play an indispensable role in MRA negotiations, 

allowing it to overcome other obstacles such as non-equivalent AEO programs or 

insufficient trust? Why does a nation decide to enter (or not) into MRA negotiations? 

Who will decide which countries are priorities for MRA negotiations and why? Who 

(which country) will make the first move or initiate MRA negotiations? Who will be the 

first contacts in other countries and accept to enter negotiations? Is there a significant 

role for international traders to act as the driving force in recommending which 

countries could be priorities in the list of MRA negotiations? 

Many other identified factors could impact MRA negotiations, such as privacy, data 

exchange and protection, as recommended by Weerth (2011, 2015), Chuah (2014), 

Hintsa (2013), Aigner (2010), and Ireland (2011). Other factors could be the lack of a 

dispute resolution procedure, NTBs, as recommended by Ireland (2011), Chuah (2014), 

Ariadna (2016), and Kim (2017). Also, economic sizes, export value, import clearance 

time, the awareness of traders of the MRA concept, utilisation and benefits, and the 

industry's satisfaction with MRA benefits were recommended by Kim (2017). While 

Kim (2017) and Lee and Shao (2014) identified the effect of trade-related factors on 

MRAs by empirical research, other findings seem to be conceptual. Therefore, several 

questions remain unanswered, such as whether data exchange, data protection, and 

customs integrity affect the mutual recognition process. Currently, there is little 

literature that seeks to analyse these issues. 

Furthermore, the review of prior studies on the topic has shown that a global system of 

MRAs involving all WCO members may become a reality in the future and maybe 

easier to achieve than bilateral MRAs. However, such a system at the international level 

will require some time to achieve (Altemöller, 2011; WCO, 2015b, p. 37; Weerth, 2011, 

p. 379; 2015, p. 230). A global system of AEO MRAs may be an ideal objective for the 

WCO and its members. However, a more practical approach may be the achievement of 

multilateral MRAs, as recommended by WCO (2015b), United Nations Conference on 

Trade and Development (2010), National Board of Trade (2010), Widdowson (2014, 

2016), Ariadna (2016), and Hintsa et al. (2016). The advantage of multilateral MRAs or 

regionally-agreed AEO programs is foreseen as positively reducing the significant 

burden on customs administrations (the administrative burden in negotiating and 

maintaining MRAs), the industry and other stakeholders involved (compliance burden) 

(Widdowson, 2014, p. 75). Other benefits of these MRAs could be regional economic 
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promotion and harmonised trading rules (Hintsa et al., 2016, p. 9). Although the 

benefits and advantages of global and regional AEO MRAs have been stated, there is 

little information in the literature to demonstrate their obstacles and challenges or 

present strategies for fostering the achievement of AEO MRAs regionally and globally. 

More interestingly, there is a suggestion that the WCO should lead in this role by 

recognising and developing international instruments (Altemöller, 2011). In this 

situation, the WCO SAFE Framework, therefore, provides a set of useful tools and 

instruments for two customs administrations negotiating bilateral mutual recognition of 

AEO programs, and more than two customs administrations for regional MRAs or a 

future global MRA. However, there is no clear evidence to determine whether current 

tools and instruments are sufficient to build AEO programs and efficiently achieve 

bilateral, regional and global MRAs. On the one hand, Donner and Kruk (2009) 

demonstrate that AEO MRAs at a bilateral, regional level is growing, regardless of any 

difficulties and challenges. Most tools proposed by the WCO SAFE Framework are 

being adopted and properly implemented by WCO members and will ensure compliance 

among different national AEO programs and foster the negotiation of MRAs. 

The fact is that there are several unresolved issues concerning the mutual recognition of 

national supply chain security programs, demonstrated by the low number of signed 

MRAs to date. Mutual recognition of certification programs will emerge as the next 

promising agenda item following these programs' achievement at a national level 

Donner and Kruk (2009, pp. 66-67). On the other hand, authors from the National 

Board of Trade (2010) state that MRAs provide benefits to both AEO companies and 

customs administrations and create secure international supply chains. Nevertheless, 

some MRA negotiations are presenting various obstacles and legal problems. The 

National Board of Trade (2010) argues that the WCO SAFE Framework should be 

adjusted to adapt to real situations. 

The literature highlights conceptual challenges to achieve AEO MRAs at a bilateral, 

regional, and global level. These challenges could be associated with certain factors in 

MRA negotiations, as discussed in Section 2 of this chapter. Although many prior 

studies have explored and examined factors influencing international negotiations, no 

previous empirical research has been conducted on factors impacting the negotiation of 

MRAs. Such empirical research is required to address the gaps discussed in this section, 
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in order to explicitly identify and analyse those factors impacting the negotiation of 

AEO MRAs and provide recommendations to facilitate such negotiations. The need for 

such research forms the basis of the current study. 
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CHAPTER 3: RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

1. Introduction 

This chapter outlines the methodological framework and research design for the current 

study. Mixed-methods research is briefly discussed, followed by a justification of the 

appropriateness of this approach to the current study, and in particular selection of the 

convergent parallel mixed-methods design. The steps in this design are then discussed. 

In terms of data collection, first, procedures for data collection from documents, the 

research interviews and survey are presented. Then, data analysis for both the 

quantitative and qualitative approaches is described. Third, the way in which the 

research integrates the two approaches is outlined. Fourth, the manner, in which the 

MRA development model was constructed, is discussed. The chapter concludes with a 

consideration of ethical requirements. 

2. Methodological framework 

This section discusses the mixed-methods research approach and more specifically the 

appropriateness of the convergent parallel mixed-method design, which were used in the 

current study. 

2.1 Mixed-methods research 

In essence, mixed-methods research is an approach used to combine both quantitative 

and qualitative analyses in a single study (Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 2004, p. 207). 

More specifically, mixed-methods research includes both qualitative and quantitative 

methods which are adopted at several points throughout the research. It involves the 

collection of multiple data sources, the application of various methods for data analysis, 

and the interpretation of results at any stage of the research using both quantitative and 

qualitative components to solve research inquiries in an individual study. In this 

context, quantitative numerical data (for example, survey responses) and textual or 

narrative qualitative data (for example, interview transcripts) are collected and analysed 

by appropriate quantitative and qualitative methods to address mixed-methods research 

questions (Williams, 2007, p. 65). 

The use of both quantitative and qualitative methods in a single study implies the 

combination of both types of each of the following areas: research questions, sampling 
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procedures, data collection procedures, data, data analysis, and finally, conclusions 

consistent with the relevant approaches (Tashakkori & Creswell, 2007). 

Mixed-methods research was selected for this study to enhance the quality of the 

research findings. Both quantitative and qualitative components are combined in order 

to mutually support and strengthen each other in a single study (Bazeley, 2006; Kelle, 

2006). In this regard, Ivankova and Creswell (2009) claim that the mixed-methods 

research approach is most likely to provide a more holistic view of the context of 

research inquiry and a greater understanding of research problems than any single 

approach. Furthermore, the research questions in mixed-methods research have vital 

roles to play, such as supporting decisions on research design, sampling strategies, and 

data analysis (Onwuegbuzie & Leech, 2006, p. 475). Additionally, mixed-methods 

research provides a greater selection of research tools and instruments for obtaining 

both quantitative (numerical/structured) data and qualitative (narrative/unstructured) 

data from diverse perspectives for the same topic. It further helps understand trends, 

patterns, and relationships between variables and testing theories (Ivankova & Creswell, 

2009, p. 145). 

According to Creswell (2014, p. 219), there are three basic types of mixed-methods 

designs including: 1) convergent parallel mixed-methods, 2) explanatory sequential 

mixed-methods, and 3) exploratory sequential mixed-methods. There are also three 

advanced mixed-methods designs including: 1) embedded mixed-methods, 2) 

transformative mixed-methods, and 3) multiphase mixed-methods. The current study 

used the convergent parallel mixed-methods design and the next section explains the 

reason why this design was selected. 

2.2 The adoption of the convergent parallel mixed-methods design 

Having examined the various mixed-methods designs available, the convergent parallel 

mixed-methods design (Creswell, 2014) was adopted to address the research question in 

this study. The central research question is ‘what factors impact on the negotiation of 

AEO MRAs and how?’ In addressing this question, the quantitative component analyses 

the extent to which these factors impact, while the qualitative component identifies how 

these factors have an impact. The qualitative component also assists in determining 

other factors that were not identified in the literature review. Therefore, the quantitative 

data analysis outcomes may be considered as generalisable to the defined study 
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population, with qualitative data providing context-oriented information to the 

quantitative data. In this way, both quantitative and qualitative data were integrated to 

triangulate and confirm each other’s findings. 

The convergent parallel mixed-methods design provided the author the opportunity to 

use instruments from different methods (for example, survey and interviews) to 

concurrently obtain both qualitative and quantitative data on the same topic from 

varying sources. For example, the study makes use of quantitative data collected from 

closed-ended questions (for example, Likert type questions) in the survey, while 

qualitative data were gathered from relevant AEO MRA documents, open-ended 

questions in the survey, and interviews. Both types of collected data were analysed in 

parallel, then merged in the interpretation section. This illustrates the integration of both 

types of data within a concurrent design (Creswell, 2014). 

This convergent parallel design approach also supports the triangulation and 

corroboration within a single study (Harrison & Reilly, 2011, p. 18). In this design, the 

findings from both types of data (qualitative and quantitative) are directly compared to 

each other to seek corroborating or complementary information (Greene, Caracelli, and 

Graham (1989), Creswell et al. 2003, Teddlie and Tashakkori (2009) in Plano Clark et 

al., 2009, p. 155). Such integration creates greater insight into the data than would be 

the case if only one approach was applied (Creswell and Plano Clark (2007) in Plano 

Clark et al., 2009, p. 156). Also, results from both methods are compared to check 

whether these findings are in resonance or contradiction (Creswell, 2014). With a 

meaningful integration from a mixed-methods approach, both breadth and depth are 

added to the analysis of research problems (Ivankova & Creswell, 2009, p. 154). 

Furthermore, the convergent parallel mixed-methods design was selected due to 

resource constraints. The collection of two types of data in this design was likely to take 

less time than a sequential research design. For example, several interviews can be 

conducted in a similar timeframe with the survey. As noted by Terrell (2012, p. 272), 

the concurrent strategy generally requires less time for data collection than its sequential 

counterpart. 

The convergent parallel mixed-methods approach used in this study is illustrated in 

Figure 3.1 below. 
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Figure 3.1 

Convergent Parallel Mixed-Methods Design 

 
Source: Creswell (2014, p. 220). 

Based on the convergent parallel mixed-methods design by Creswell (2014) and 

adapted by Classen et al. (2007, p. 681), the research design as it applies to the current 

study is illustrated in Figure 3.2 below.  
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Figure 3.2 

Methodological Framework 

 
Source: Author, based on Classen et al. (2007, p. 681).
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As indicated in Figure 3.2, once the mixed-methods design is identified, further steps 

comprised of sampling, data collection and analysis are employed to address the central 

research question (Graff, 2017, p. 54). Section 3 below discusses the data collection 

methods used in the study, and Section 4 addresses both the quantitative and qualitative 

aspects of the data. The method of integrating the analysed results and resultant 

interpretation is presented in Section 5, together with the construction of the MRA 

Development Model in Section 6. 

3. Data collection 

This section outlines the methods used for data collection from documents, and the research 

interviews and survey. 

3.1 Data collection from documents 

In the current study, relevant AEO MRA documents were used to provide information 

which would support the subsequent interviews and survey. This research activity conducted 

by way of an internet search with a particular focus on the WCO website, was undertaken to 

assist in identifying information on the steps and processes used in AEO MRA negotiations 

as well as certain issues and challenges arising from the negotiation and implementation of 

AEO MRAs. Data collected from material officially published by the WCO and customs 

administrations (for example, the WCO Compendium of AEO Programs) aimed to track 

changes in the development of already negotiated and concluded MRAs at the bilateral, 

regional and multilateral levels, as well as those that were still under negotiation. 

Furthermore, data collected from such documents assisted in examining and verifying 

evidence from other sources (for example, interviews). Document collection and analysis 

was also designed to help contextualise interviews and/or identify additional interview 

questions. In this regard, the review of relevant documents was designed to support 

development of the research interviews and survey. 

The internet search revealed information regarding the MRA negotiation process mostly 

from WCO publications, for example, the WCO SAFE Framework (WCO, 2005, 2007, 

2011b, 2012b, 2015b, 2018d) and the WCO Compendium of AEO Programs (Polner, 2010; 

WCO, 2012a, 2014, 2016, 2017, 2018a, 2019). In addition, the WCO Compendium of AEO 

Programs provided data regarding the number of operational MRAs and ongoing MRA 

negotiations as well as challenges faced during the MRA negotiation process. Concerning 
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the full text of MRAs, although the details within MRAs would contribute significantly to 

the comparison and analysis of MRA negotiations, most are treated as confidential and 

access to their full text is restricted. Therefore, in the first instance, relevant national 

authorities were contacted by email and copies of operational MRA texts for research 

purposes were requested. The author also attempted to use the internet search engines to 

locate publicly available texts. The results of data collection from documents are presented 

in Section 2 of Chapter 4, while the analysis of these data is integrated with data from the 

research interviews and survey in Section 2 of Chapter 5. 

3.2 Development of interview protocols and survey questions 

Having collected data (Section 2.1 of Chapter 4) and undertaken an initial analysis of these 

data (Section 2.2 of Chapter 4), the interview protocols and survey questions were 

developed. Consequently, based on the review of the literature and the initial analysis of 

data collected from documents, the interview protocols and survey questions were created as 

research instruments for collecting data from the interviews and survey. 

3.2.1 Interview protocols 

Interview protocols were prepared as a qualitative instrument to collect textual/narrative 

data from prospective participants. The use of such protocols was designed to guide and 

facilitate the interviews. Four different interview protocols were designed: - one for each 

category of participant, - a protocol for the public sector, for academia, for international 

organisations, and for the private sector (see Appendices E, F, G and H). 

At the beginning of each interview, a few minutes were spent introducing the interviewer, 

discussing the proposed length of the interview, and confirming the participants' consent to 

participate in the research project. Most questions in the four protocols were identical, but 

some questions were adjusted to suit the specific group being interviewed. This design of 

questions and their variation enabled the author to compare and contrast the interviewees' 

responses in the context of their relevant groups. 

In terms of the structure of the interview protocols, the protocol for the public sector had 27 

questions, while the other three protocols had 20. Additional questions were used in the 

protocol for the public sector that were only relevant to government officials (as MRA 

negotiators). Take Question 3 from the protocol for government officials for example, “How 
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does your experience in past AEO MRA negotiation help in subsequent AEO MRA 

negotiations?”. 

Certain questions were designed to focus on MRA negotiation challenges and the effect of 

MRA negotiation tools on achieving AEO MRAs as well as the experts' understanding of 

those tools (for example, see Question 2 to 9, Appendix E). The answers obtained were 

fundamental to gaining an in-depth understanding of the experts’ points of view about 

challenges, issues, and obstacles that parties often encounter during AEO MRAs negotiation 

processes and how they deal with and overcome such challenges. 

The study focused on identifying and understanding factors that impact on the negotiation of 

AEO MRAs. Certain questions were designed to obtain an explanation of factors based on 

interviewees’ perspectives (for example, see Question 10 to 23, Appendix E). The 

remaining questions focused on interviewees' opinions on how countries are selected for 

potential MRA negotiations, publicising texts of AEO MRAs, and perspectives on the future 

of regional or global AEO MRAs. The purpose of these questions was to identify their 

preference in choosing MRA partners, the trend of multilateral MRA initiatives, and the 

reason why MRAs’ texts may not be publicly available. 

In every interview, additional questions were asked, where appropriate, to foster the 

discussions. This approach encouraged interviewees to think more deeply and provide more 

detailed responses to the questions under consideration. The details of the four interview 

protocols are presented in Appendices E, F, G, and H. 

3.2.2 Survey questions 

The survey questions, which are located in Appendix B contain three types of measurement 

scales (nominal, ordinal, and interval). Kataike et al. (2017, pp. 654-655) emphasises the 

significance of measurement scales, noting that appropriate tests selected for data analysis 

ought to be compatible with the data types collected using the measurement scales. This 

highlights the fact that selecting the most appropriate statistical methods is difficult if data is 

not correctly collected. 

Four measurement scales (i.e. nominal, ordinal, interval, and ratio) may be used to measure 

and produce different types of data (Kataike et al., 2017, p. 654). The first is a nominal scale 

in which numbers are used, but only for separating, categorising and labelling elements, 

objects and events into different groups. In the current study’s survey, the nationality of 
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survey respondents is an example. Secondly, the ordinal scale makes use of numbers to 

indicate the order of the values for comparisons, rankings (five-level Likert scale) or orders 

with ‘greater’, ‘less’, or ‘equal’ between measurement levels. The third measurement scale 

is an interval used to indicate both the order of the measurements and the size of the interval 

between measurements (for example, temperatures in Celsius) with a relative reference 

point. In this study, several five-level Likert scales were used in one particular survey 

question to create interval data (Question 8, Appendix B). Ratio is the fourth scale, which 

has an absolute zero value. It gives meaningful explanations for the ratio between two 

measurements. Examples for this scale are ages, income, weights and distances. However, 

in the current study, the ratio scale was not used. 

While nominal data could be the respondents’ nationality, their involvement with MRAs or 

workplace, the five-point Likert scales were used to collect ordinal and interval data from 

the survey (for example, a question that is measured by adding up several individual Likert 

scale values). In this way, the five-point Likert scales were utilised for measuring 

psychological attitudes, perceptions or quantifying survey respondents’ opinions on multiple 

issues (see Wu, 2007, p. 2581) with definitions being included for these questions that 

included technical terms. 

Several questions related to the attributes of survey respondents. For example, these data 

included the respondents’ nationality, years of experience, and current workplace (see 

Questions 1 to 4, Appendix B). 

Certain questions focused on the background knowledge of respondents and utilised this 

information to understand further the specific environment surrounding or associated with 

the negotiation of AEO MRAs (see Questions 5 to 7 and 10 to 13, Appendix B). 

Two major survey questions were Questions 8 and 9, devised to obtain data to rate factors 

impacting on the MRA negotiations. For example, Question 8 listed 19 factors identified 

from the literature review as a series of Likert scales prompting the respondents to provide 

an assessment of each factor's impact on AEO MRA negotiations. 

The remaining questions were designed to further explore participants’ understanding of 

AEO MRA negotiations in general, as well as specific problems regarding bilateral, regional 

and global AEO MRA negotiations. Several open-ended questions were employed that 

allowed respondents to elaborate or provide more detailed answers through which attitudes, 
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current practices and recommendations could be more clearly understood (see Questions 14 

to 19, Appendix B). 

The five-point Likert scale was utilised in certain questions because it is user-friendly and 

compatible with this study’s statistical procedures. In such instances, a question or statement 

was presented, followed by a five-point Likert scale ranging from ‘Strongly agree’, ‘Agree’, 

‘Neutral’, ‘Disagree’ or ‘Strongly disagree’. Research participants were encouraged to 

specify their level of agreement with the question or statement. There was also an option for 

participants to provide further information, such as comments or suggestions about their 

choice. The respondents’ selections were subsequently coded as 5 = ‘Strongly agree’, 4 = 

‘Agree’, 3= ‘Neutral’, 2= ‘Disagree’ and 1 = ‘Strongly disagree’ in the data analysis of 

Chapter 6. Figure 3.3 illustrates one of the questions for which a five-point Likert scale was 

used. 

Figure 3.3 

Example of a Question Utilising a Likert Item 

 
Source: Author, see also Appendix B. 

As previously mentioned, Question 8 is extremely important to the study as it was designed 

as a multi-response question aimed at collecting interval data, from which statistical tests 

were used to measure the extent to which each factor affects the negotiation of AEO MRAs. 

For example, score 1 is ‘significantly negative impact’ while score 5 indicates ‘significantly 

positive impact’. 

Likert scales, used to collect data from Likert type questions, were designed to minimise 

missing data, that is data that are not available from specific questions or non-response 

items (de Leeuw & Hox, 2008, p. 468). Therefore, an option ‘not applicable’ or ‘N/A’ was 

integrated into a number of the Likert scales. It should also be noted that the selection of 
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‘N/A’ does not affect the Likert scales in any scenario. Figure 3.4 shows an example of the 

use of Likert scales with a ‘N/A’ option. 

Figure 3.4 

Example of a Question Using Five-Point Likert Scales 

 
Source: Author, see also Appendix B. 

Twelve of the survey questions were either open-ended questions integrated with closed-

ended questions or independent open-ended questions. These questions were designed to 

seek clarification for closed-ended questions or to obtain a more detailed or in-depth 

perspective from the respondents. Responses obtained from these open-ended questions 

were in the form of narrative qualitative data. This qualitative data was analysed and 

triangulated with quantitative data collected from the survey questions. 

The survey questions were sent to participants using the SurveyMonkey online platform. 

This platform provides useful features which help researchers design survey questions 

quickly, and also assists with the export of data in accessible formats for statistical analysis 

using the SPSS software. 

3.3 Interviews 

3.3.1 Study population 

A study population is regarded as the universe of observations, which covers all the possible 

samples as units of analysis (Vaus et al., 2006, p. 66; Watt & van den Berg, 2002b, p. 62). 

These samples (for example, people or items) drawn from the defined study population must 

have the population’s characteristics that researchers wish to study (Ragab & Arisha, 2017, 

p. 6). In the current study, the main aim is to provide effective recommendations and 
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solutions to governments for facilitating the negotiation of AEO MRAs. Not only do AEO 

experts in customs administrations play an important part in promoting such MRA 

negotiations, but various other experts from the private sector, international organisations 

and academia actively contribute to AEO programs and MRA negotiations through their 

jobs, research, and international debate. 

Therefore, the study population for the current study was defined as AEO experts in the 

public sector, the private sector, international organisations and academia, as described 

above. This definition means that the defined study population comprises ‘the universe’ of 

AEO experts on AEO programs and AEO MRAs around the world. Practically, the defined 

study population, once determined, is used to define the population’s characteristics and the 

sampling frame, whereby the experts are selected (Ross, 2005, p. 3), where the sampling 

frame is the medium from which the sample is drawn (Brewer et al., 2015, p. 50). In the 

current study, these experts have been selected to bring to the study particular characteristics 

as specified in Table 3.1. 

Table 3.1 

Characteristics of the Defined Study Population 

Category Characteristics 

Public sector Government officials (from Customs and other 

governmental agencies) with experience and/or the 

involvement in AEO programs and MRA negotiations, 

such as, AEO auditors, AEO validators, MRA 

negotiators 

Academia 

 

Have past research activities/publications relevant to the 

topic of AEOs and MRAs 

International organisations 

 

Have presented in the past on the topic of AEOs and 

MRAs at international conferences, seminars, 

workshops  

Private sector  Have had responsibilities and duties concerning AEOs 

Source: Author. 

3.3.2 Sampling and sample size 

Sampling provides a means to study a small group of participants, who represent or properly 

mirror the defined study population (Henry (1990) in Ragab & Arisha, 2017, p. 6; Vaus et 

al., 2006, p. 67). The total study population was ‘impractical or impossible’ to reach in this 

study due to practical constraints, for example, the limitation of identifying all the 

population members, accessibility to all the identified members, and cost, among others (see 

Fielding et al., 2008, pp. 195-196). In the current study, mixed-methods sampling was 
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employed to select those participants, who represent as many characteristics as possible of 

the defined study population. Mixed-methods sampling is the combination of both 

probability sampling and purposive sampling (Graff, 2017, p. 55). 

Purposive sampling was applied to collect data from the interviewees about the subject 

matter. Purposive sampling means that the samples are selected for a specific research 

purpose and not randomly from the population (Visser et al., 2000, p. 230). 

In the interviews, both ‘quota’ and ‘snowball’ sampling were employed. The use of quota 

sampling determined how many samples were drawn from each category to reflect the 

characteristics of the population (see Collins, 2010, p. 359). In this regard, quota sampling 

has the advantage of creating “a sample as representative as possible” of the studied 

population (Sharma, 2017, p. 751). Meanwhile, snowball sampling is a technique where 

several recruited interviewees are encouraged to nominate other interviewees, which helps 

to increase the sample size (Visser et al., 2000, pp. 236-237). 

The sample size, as stated by Curry et al. (2009, p. 1445), depends on “the breadth and 

complexity of the inquiry” and should be within a range of 20 to 30 interviews for achieving 

saturation. Also, for a grounded theory (qualitative research), Creswell (2002) in 

Onwuegbuzie and Collins (2007) recommends a minimum sample size of 15 to 20 

participants. In the qualitative study presented here, quota sampling was used to attempt to 

recruit 21 experts: seven MRA negotiators, three representatives from international 

organisations (for example, WCO, IMF, and IATA), three representatives from academia, 

and eight private sector representatives. 

This distribution focused on MRA negotiators and government officials, and experts from 

the private sector as these experts are the main beneficiaries of the AEO programs and 

MRAs. The MRA negotiators provided opinions directly related to MRA negotiations, 

while the private sector’s experts expressed their practical views on MRA implementation. 

Additionally, the perspective of experts from international organisations and academia were 

also important as well as being potentially more neutral and objective. Further, data 

collected from 21 interviews allowed the author to manage and analyse them at a later stage. 

The recruitment of interviewees, based on quota sampling and snowball sampling, is 

discussed in the next section. 
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3.3.3 Recruitment of interviewees 

Interviewees were recruited by the use of quota sampling, as discussed above. For recruiting 

public sector representatives, invitation letters (see Appendix D) were sent to several 

customs administrations and government agencies to obtain permission to interview their 

staff. The prospective interviewees were those individuals who had been involved in at least 

one MRA negotiation on behalf of their agencies. This approach helped the author recruit 

the relevant experts who had adequate and relevant experience. 

To recruit academics, the author contacted the Secretariat of the International Network of 

Customs Universities (INCU) and requested assistance in identifying academics who are 

active researchers in the field of AEO. In turn, these experts were contacted by email and 

invited to participate in an interview. 

Representatives from international organisations (for example, the WCO and the IMF) and 

from the private sector were identified from among the attendees of the WCO Global AEO 

Conferences and the online LinkedIn social network. 

Quota sampling, however, only helped to recruit 14 interviewees, which was lower than the 

minimum number suggested by Curry et al. (2009, p. 1445). Thus, snowball sampling was 

adopted to recruit seven additional participants. When one of the initial 14 participants 

attended an interview, they were asked whether they knew and could introduce other experts 

in AEO MRA negotiations to the interviewer. The contact details of potential interviewees 

were then obtained from these participants who were subsequently invited to an interview. 

3.4 Survey 

3.4.1 Study population, sampling and sample size 

The survey had the same defined study population as the interviews, as presented in Section 

3.3.1. While purposive sampling was applied to the interviews, purposive random sampling 

was employed to select the samples for the survey (see Collins, 2010, p. 358; Kemper et at., 

(2003) in Teddlie & Yu, 2007, p. 90). These different sampling strategies, proved by “the 

diversity of mixed-methods designs” (Collins, 2010, p. 357), enabled triangulation in the 

design of convergent parallel mixed-methods research, which helped cross-validate research 

findings. 
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In line with purposive random sampling (Collins, 2010, p. 358; Kemper et at., (2003) in 

Teddlie & Yu, 2007, p. 90), survey respondents were selected from the defined study 

population to address research questions. A sampling frame was constructed (see Ross, 

2005, p. 3) to assist in identifying and selecting the desired number of respondents (see 

Collins, 2010, p. 358), whose characteristics were similar to those of the defined target 

population. However, it should be noted that although survey respondents are drawn 

randomly, purposive random sampling is in effect a non-random scheme (Collins, 2010, p. 

359). 

Because the distribution of characteristics among the defined study population is unknown, 

this study did not attempt to reach the same distribution of the respondents’ characteristics 

in the sampling frame. If the distribution of characteristics in the sampling frame is not the 

same as in the population, according to Watt and van den Berg (2002b, p. 76), it could affect 

the research outcome. However, the research study balanced the distribution of the 

respondents’ characteristics in the sampling frame as much as possible. 

To increase the representativeness of the survey respondents in the sampling frame, it is also 

essential that the sample size of the survey is sufficient (Omair, 2014, p. 146; Schutt & 

Engel, 2008, p. 154; Taherdoost, 2016, pp. 23-24; Watt & van den Berg, 2002a, p. 60). 

There are many ways to decide sample size in a study, but according to Onwuegbuzie and 

Collins (2007, p. 288), the sample size of a study is mainly dependent on the research 

objective, and research questions. In the current study, the sample size for the survey was set 

at larger than 50 survey respondents as, at this size, “the estimates of the parameter value 

would be normally distributed, regardless of the shape of the distribution of any parameter 

in the population, if we were to draw all possible samples of that size from the population” 

(Byrne, 2016, p. 2). In addition, a sample size of larger than 50 survey respondents is 

considered adequate to “establish representativeness” (Graff, 2017, p. 55). 

However, it could be argued that sample size is not a sufficient condition for sample 

representativeness. In general, a larger sample is more representative than a smaller sample, 

given all other factors are equal, even for descriptive data analysis (De Vaus, 2014). 

Furthermore, the author focused on summarising the main characteristics of the participants 

in the collected sample so that it can be argued that the research results are generalisable to 

those with the same characteristics of the defined study population. These issues (for 
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example, sample size and non-random samples) have also been identified as the limitations 

of the study, which are addressed in Section 3 of Chapter 9. 

In addition, the author was well prepared for a high nonresponse rate by utilising the Survey 

Monkey platform to develop and distribute an internet-based survey. When the email 

addresses of 420 prospective survey respondents were compiled, Survey Monkey sent the 

survey “out to the entire sampling frame” (see Fielding et al., 2008, p. 209). Thus, 420 

prospective survey respondents in the sampling frame was considered reasonable despite the 

relatively low response rate of 12%. 

3.4.2 Selection of survey respondents 

In order to construct a sampling frame and select respondents for the survey, different 

selection procedures were used to identify representative survey respondents whose 

characteristics, based on personal profiles were similar to the defined study population (see 

Watt & van den Berg, 2002b, p. 62). First, a list of interviewees with the defined study 

population’s characteristics was used to select survey respondents. The interviewees in this 

sampling frame were identified to have the defined target population’s characteristics. Seven 

prospective survey respondents were drawn from this sampling frame. 

Second, an internet search engine (Google) was employed as a sampling frame to select 

additional representative samples (see Fielding et al., 2008, p. 209; Furrer & Sudharshan, 

2001, p. 128). In the internet search, the keywords of ‘AEO’, ‘MRA’, ‘mutual recognition of 

AEO’, ‘authorised economic operators’ and ‘global AEO conferences’ were used to produce 

search results showing a list of papers, conference presentation slides and research journals 

on the topic of AEO and MRAs. The author identified relevant papers or slides and selected 

academics who were active in presenting at AEO and MRA international conferences (for 

example, global AEO conferences). These academics were recruited based on their past 

research activities/publications relevant to the topic of AEOs and MRAs and publications of 

at least one research paper on this subject. There were 96 prospective survey respondents 

drawn from this sampling frame. 

Third, a sampling frame was also created by search engines in the online LinkedIn social 

network, as this method is growing in popularity for the recruitment of hard-to-reach 

samples in survey research (Rait et al., 2015, p. 254; Yuan et al., 2014, p. 1). Using 

LinkedIn, members of specific AEO groups were randomly selected. A search used a 
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combination of the keywords ‘AEO’, ‘MRA’, ‘mutual recognition of AEO’ and ‘customs 

officers’. The search results displayed a list of relevant LinkedIn members. Government 

officials were selected if they had experience in AEO programs, such as AEO auditors or 

AEO validators. Private sector experts were also selected using a LinkedIn search. The 

keywords were ‘export manager’, ‘trade facilitation manager’, ‘compliance manager’. 

Experts’ details were randomly selected based on their profiles in the search results. The 

experts selected were the heads of export control, the heads of trade facilitation of AEO 

companies or CEOs in firms consulting on AEOs. A further 317 experts were selected 

randomly from this sampling frame, bringing the total to 420. 

The selection procedures aimed to increase the representativeness of survey respondents in 

the sampling frame by ensuring selected respondents had the characteristics of the defined 

target population, from which these respondents were selected (see Schutt & Engel, 2008, p. 

154). When the representativeness of samples is ensured, it enhances the validity of the 

survey (Furrer & Sudharshan, 2001, p. 129). 

4. Data analysis 

This section discusses the analysis of both the quantitative and qualitative data, including 

the way in which the collected data were cleaned and/or prepared before they were 

analysed. 

4.1 Qualitative data analysis 

In the qualitative aspects of the study, a thematic analysis approach was employed to 

analyse qualitative data from documents and from the research interviews and survey (open-

ended questions). The reasons and justifications underlying this approach follow. 

According to Braun and Clarke (2006, p. 79), “Thematic analysis is a method for 

identifying, analysing, and reporting patterns (themes) within data”. In applying this 

approach to qualitative data analysis, the differences and similarities of data (Gale et al., 

2013) or patterns within the data (Strachan et al., 2013) are identified to seek the 

relationship between various parts of the data or themes. In this way, descriptive and 

explanatory findings may be drawn around themes which may well reflect participants’ 

experiences, opinions and perspectives (Munhall (1994) in Amanda, 2007; Gale et al., 

2013). 
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In this section, the use of thematic analysis is justified, and the thematic analysis design 

used to analyse the qualitative data is then described. 

4.1.1 The use of thematic analysis for qualitative data 

Thematic analysis appears to be useful, “not a complex method” (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 

96) and widely used for qualitative data analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Ghoreishi et al., 

2017). Thus, thematic analysis is frequently employed in qualitative research for “capturing 

the complexities of meaning within a textual data set” (Guest et al., 2014, p. 10) by 

simplifying “the complexity of the data into meaningful and manageable codes, categories 

and themes” (Peel, 2020, p. 7), especially in analysing data gathered from interviews 

(Jugder, 2016). 

For the qualitative data obtained through the current research study, a thematic analysis was 

adopted to facilitate the analysis of data collected from documents, interviews and survey 

(open-ended questions). Thematic analysis provided the author with appropriate and 

adequate tools to identify and explain concepts that appeared within datasets. Thus, the 

reality regarding MRA negotiations would be reflected as well as unravelling “the surface of 

reality” (see Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 81). Rich data and detailed information from 

documents, semi-structured interviews and open-ended questions in the survey, therefore, 

were analysed in a systematic framework that allowed the author to present the participants’ 

perceptions to support interpretations and address the research objectives. 

Braun and Clarke (2006) recommend thematic analysis as a primary method of conducting 

qualitative analysis. According to Braun and Clarke (2006, p. 12), deductive analysis uses a 

pre-existing coding frame or is driven by researchers’ analytic preconceptions. On the other 

hand, inductive analysis means data coding is not required to fit into a pre-existing coding 

frame. In the current study, both deductive and inductive thematic analysis were used. 

However, more focus was placed on the deductive approach while the inductive approach 

was employed to avoid missing any significant data that might benefit emergent theories. 

Regarding the deductive approach, this allowed the author to analyse data that were 

identified in the literature review within the theoretical framework of MRA negotiations, 

and as such, it compensated for any drawbacks related to a lower interpretative power (see 

Braun & Clarke, 2006). 
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Furthermore, the author aimed to identify and analyse the face-value of the data, not the 

assumptions, and conceptualisations, behind it. This level of theme identification was 

adequate and appropriate to the purpose and research questions of this study, and supported 

the concurrent parallel mixed-methods research, in which both quantitative and qualitative 

data were integrated to triangulate and confirm the findings of each. 

4.1.2 Design of the thematic analysis 

Braun and Clarke (2006) developed six steps for thematic analysis, which are systematically 

applied to analyse the qualitative data in the current study. These steps, which were 

followed in the current study, include ‘familiarising oneself with the data’, ‘generating 

initial codes’, ‘searching for themes’, ‘reviewing themes’, ‘defining and naming themes’ 

and ‘producing the report’ (presenting findings). 

The initial step of data familiarisation (Step 1) involved the review and examination of three 

data sources, including relevant documents, the interview transcripts and survey responses 

to opened-ended questions. Once Step 1 was completed, data were prepared for coding by 

generating initial codes (Step 2). 

In Step 2, the author used the NVivo to facilitate data analysis so that relevant documents, 

transcripts from the interviews and responses to open-ended questions from the survey were 

imported into the software to process. The coding of qualitative data followed both 

deductive and inductive approach. Although these two approaches were adopted, more 

emphasis was given to the deductive approach, which was found to be more suitable for the 

study, and less focus was given to the inductive approach, even though it was still 

considered for emerging themes during the course of analysis. Relevant codes and data 

extracts were combined and collated in a way that fitted the research objectives and 

addressed the central research question. 

The next step involved searching for themes (Step 3). Following the deductive approach, the 

predetermined themes were developed based on interview questions and the theoretical 

framework identified in the literature review. For example, a predetermined theme is 

‘technical factors’ containing sub-themes of ‘privacy and data protection’, ‘data exchange’ 

and ‘data integrity’, to support the triangulation of both qualitative and quantitative 

approaches. On the other hand, critical ideas, comments and codes helped to identify newly 

emerged themes through the inductive approach. 
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Step 4 was to review themes identified in prior steps. A thematic hierarchy in the NVivo 

was used to review themes until a final form was reached, which then led to Step 5, in which 

themes were defined and named. In Step 5, final themes were refined to ensure sufficient 

information to address the research objectives. The last step was to present findings from 

qualitative data analysis (Step 6). Here, the final themes were described with the support of 

data extracts (for example, quotes) from interviews or survey responses to highlight the 

findings. 

4.2 Quantitative data analysis 

The collected data was cleaned prior to analysis to improve data quality (see Osborne, 2013, 

p. 107). This is because data collected from research tools or protocols is raw and likely to 

contain errors (Gabrenya, 2003, p. 1) which need to be carefully examined, double-checked 

and corrected before any analysis. Kang (2013, p. 402) acknowledges that even with well-

designed and controlled research, missing data can still occur. Once data preparation is 

complete, subsequent data analysis will produce accurate conclusions. The following 

sections address data cleaning and descriptive statistics of the quantitative data obtained in 

this study. 

4.2.1 Data cleaning 

Data cleaning is a process of dealing with data problems to reduce the impact of missing 

values on a study (Van den Broeck et al., 2005, p. 966). Missing data more frequently occur 

in the data collection phase due to the particular design of the survey questions. 

Missing data or missing values refer to forgotten answers, lost files, improperly recorded 

datasets and irrelevant data when respondents provide answers not relevant to questions 

(Cheema, 2014, p. 53; Çokluk & Kayri, 2011, p. 303). The treatment of missing data ranges 

from listwise deletion (complete-case analysis), pairwise deletion (available-case analysis), 

mean substitution or advanced imputation methods such as single imputation, expectation 

maximisation and multiple imputation. 

In this study, most of the question types were designed with either dropdown menus, single 

answers, multiple answers, matrix or open-ended questions. Both ‘Unsure’ and ‘Not 

applicable’ choices were also available to reduce the likelihood and the number of missing 

data. All these design features minimised data loss. Additionally, respondents could also 

select an ‘other’ option, which allowed free-text input to respond in their own words. 
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4.2.2 Descriptive statistics 

Felix (2015, p. 74) notes that descriptive techniques involve the use of tables, charts and 

graphs to present summary statistics such as mean, mode, median, standard scores and 

correlation. These techniques are used to summarise the study variables for straightforward 

interpretation or to organise data in a meaningful way. The descriptive techniques explore 

the sample data, describe and analyse data to create a picture of the sample. No conclusions 

or inferences are drawn about the sampled population, but the descriptive techniques help to 

understand the data, and to make use of standard measures, summary statistics and group 

comparisons to present the critical characteristics of data in the form of cross tables, bar 

graphs and pie charts. The limitation of descriptive data analysis is that the results are 

applicable only to those participants included in the samples, not to a larger population of 

potential participants (De Vaus, 2014). 

In the current research survey, Likert type questions were designed to provide a list of 

factors against which respondents were asked to indicate their perceptions using the Likert 

scales. The five Likert scale levels were 1- significant negative impact, 2- minimal negative 

impact, 3- no impact, 4-minimal positive impact and 5- significant positive impact. An 

additional ‘N/A’ was integrated into the scales, which the survey respondents could select if 

they could not indicate any level (from 1 to 5) in the Likert scales. In order to facilitate the 

analysis of quantitative data, factors were grouped in a similar way to the categories 

identified in the literature review. 

After the survey was completed, however, an issue was identified in Question 8 (see 

Appendix B). This question did not provide explanations or clear descriptions to participants 

of how the listed factors might have a negative or positive impact. This may have confused 

survey respondents when they indicated their selection on the Likert scales. To address this 

problem, the survey data collected in Question 8 was analysed using only descriptive 

statistics to present the number of respondents who chose whether each of the listed factors 

was of no impact or had some impact on MRA negotiations. This problem is reported as one 

of the limitations of the current study, detailed in Section 3 of Chapter 9. 

5. Integration within the mixed-methods design 

Integration of both quantitative and qualitative methods has been identified as the key 

process in mixed-methods research. Creswell and Plano Clark (2018) suggest that four main 
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components need to be addressed in data integration, consisting of a rationale for 

integration, an outline of the steps involved in integrating data, a description of the findings 

of integration, and the interpretation of integration. In this section, the rationale and 

procedures for integration are described. The latter two components, that is the integration 

of results and its interpretation, are addressed in Chapter 7. 

5.1 Rationale for integration 

The current study sought to obtain a comprehensive understanding of research inquiry 

through quantitative and qualitative approaches. As such, data from a quantitative approach 

helped to address the generalised answers to research questions obtained, allowing the 

impact of identified factors on the negotiation of MRAs to be evaluated and determined. 

Meanwhile, the qualitative data served to address specific research objectives through the 

research participants' information and explanations. The use of both approaches in a mixed-

methods research design provide diverse perspectives for addressing research objectives 

such as those of the current study. However, there must be a meaningful integration of both 

approaches in which the integration should “reach the full potential of a mixed-methods 

approach” and “gain new insights” (Guetterman et al., 2015). More simply, such integration 

needs to present a complete picture of the research inquiry. Without integration between the 

two components, the research results are likely to be equivalent to those obtained from two 

independent research studies (O'Cathain et al., 2010). 

To compare, validate and corroborate the results from qualitative and quantitative 

approaches, the convergent parallel mixed-methods research was adopted, as recommended 

by Creswell (2014) and Ivankova and Creswell (2009). Therefore, both qualitative and 

quantitative data were collected concurrently as well as being analysed independently. The 

results from the two data sources were then integrated and compared at the data 

interpretation phase. According to Ostlund et al. (2011), three implications can result from 

this triangulation, where the results are either convergent (leading to the same conclusion), 

complementary (where the results supplement each other) or divergent (with different or 

contradictory findings). 

The integration of qualitative and quantitative methods occurs at the interpretation phase of 

the convergent approach and is typically addressed in the discussion section of a publication 

(Creswell, 2014). In this phase, three techniques, narrative, data transformation and joint 
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display can address such an integration (Fetters et al., 2013). The joint display technique is 

an effective tool to provide meaningful integration in mixed-methods research (Plano Clark, 

2019). This technique is highly recommended by Guetterman et al. (2015) who suggest that 

joint displays be used more often for the integration and interpretation of mixed-methods 

research. 

In the current study, the side-by-side joint display technique was selected to integrate both 

the quantitative and qualitative results. This technique was selected based on convergent 

parallel mixed-methods research design and the side-by-side comparison's inherent 

advantages. One advantage is that results from different databases are displayed based on 

their themes, which fosters the comparison, contrast and corroboration of results. Therefore, 

any convergence or divergence emerges and is easily identified. Also, in the side-by-side 

joint display, the two results supplement or complement each other. 

5.2 Integration procedures 

Based on the guidance of Creswell (2014), Fetters et al. (2013) and Guetterman (2019), the 

following steps were developed for the integration of the quantitative results and qualitative 

findings in the present study. 

5.2.1 Connecting two sources of information 

This step establishes the link between the quantitative and qualitative results by their 

themes. Quantitative statistical results are presented, which are then followed by the 

qualitative findings (themes). Several tables illustrate each theme and/or related themes 

while the quantitative results and qualitative findings are reported in parallel in rows. 

5.2.2 Comparison and corroboration of results 

Once the two sources of information are merged and reported as in Section 5.2.1, there is a 

thorough comparison and corroboration, which identifies whether narrative findings are 

confirmed (supported by) or disconfirmed (in conflict with) the survey results, or vice versa. 

Where the quantitative results and qualitative findings cannot be compared or integrated, but 

hold meaningful information, the author discussed them as additional discussions, as in 

Section 5.2.3. 
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5.2.3 Interpretation of the integration and discussions 

In this step, meta-inferences (or mixed inferences) are developed and interpreted. 

Furthermore, the discussion involves an interpretation and justification of the results in the 

context of the existing literature. If the two the quantitative and qualitative results diverge, 

additional steps can be considered. This may involve revisiting the databases or the 

identification of case studies to establish differences. Otherwise, divergences can be noted 

as study limitations. However, accepting and not resolving divergences could reduce the 

strength of parts of the study (Creswell 2014). 

6. Construction of a proposed MRA Development Model 

In the current study, one of the key research objectives is to propose an MRA negotiation 

model for an effective MRA development process. The construction of the model aims to 

provide governments with an effective framework for facilitating the preparation, 

negotiation and implementation of AEO MRAs at both bilateral and multilateral levels. In 

this regard, the author presents an overview of the model, based on the research findings, to 

categorise the elements that have an impact on the various phases of the MRA process. 

These elements are grouped in two categories, MRA tools and factors. The impact of each 

element is also identified against the three phases of MRA development, that is, preparation, 

negotiation and implementation. 

Furthermore, each phase of the model is comprised of several critical steps. The MRA 

preparation phase incorporates three steps, being ‘organising a national MRA committee’, 

‘devising an MRA project’ and ‘accepting or sending invitations’. Five steps are included in 

the MRA negotiation phase, being ‘accept MRA invitations’, ‘agreement on the action 

plan’, ‘program comparison’, ‘joint validation audits’ and ‘preparing and signing an MRA’. 

The MRA implementation phase includes two steps, being ‘pilot testing’ and ‘MRA 

governance, operation and maintenance’. 

7. Ethical considerations 

Ethical issues have been carefully considered in this study due to the use of human research 

participants. These issues are privacy, consent, and the right to lodge a complaint and 

withdrawal of participants from the study. The CSU HREC granted ethics approval for this 

project (Protocol H19022). Their guidelines and requirements have been followed and 

implemented. 
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First, the participants' consent was based on three inclusion criteria: 1) consent must be 

voluntary, 2) consent must be informed, and 3) the participants' capacity to understand the 

consent and the interview and survey process. Before starting an interview, participant 

information sheets and consent forms were used to obtain potential participants' permission. 

The participant information sheet (see Appendix D) included information related to the 

purpose of the study, the reason for inviting participants in the research, the explanation of 

any risks or benefits to interviewees in taking part in the study, advice on participants’ rights 

to complain or withdraw at any time, and the study’s commitment to privacy. Therefore, the 

decision to participate was entirely voluntary. In addition, the permission of authorised 

personnel at relevant institutions was requested before their staff were interviewed (see 

Appendix C). 

Second, the identity of participants and their organisational information have been processed 

confidentially and not released to any other party. This data will be retained for a minimum 

of five years after completion of the project, then erased. 

8. Conclusion 

This chapter addressed the methodological framework and the overall research project 

design. Methods for data collection and analysis were identified and justification given for 

their selection in this study. Mixed-methods research was reviewed to identify an 

appropriate approach to address this study's research objectives. 

The convergent parallel mixed-method design was selected, as data collection, data 

preparation, and data analysis procedures are simultaneous and conducted in parallel. The 

methodology involves the integration of both quantitative and qualitative data across the 

study to triangulate and confirm each other’s findings. Two approaches were integrated into 

the stage of interpretation with integration from a mixed-methods approach, breadth and 

depth are added to the analysis of research problems (see Ivankova & Creswell, 2009). 

The next chapter addresses data collection aspects of the study. 

 

  



 

86 

 

THIS PAGE IS LEFT INTENTIONALLY BLANK 

 

 

  



 

87 

 

CHAPTER 4: DATA COLLECTION 

1. Introduction 

The chapter provides an overview of data collection from three sources: relevant documents, 

interviews, and a survey. It also includes some background information of the interviewees 

and survey respondents. Finally, this chapter concludes with a summary of its content. 

2. Documents 

This section provides information regarding relevant documents selected and the initial 

analysis of these documents for the dual purpose of providing an overview about MRA 

negotiations worldwide, and of supporting the development of the interviews and survey, as 

specified in Section 3.2 of Chapter 3. 

2.1 Selection of documents 

Relevant data were collected from documents including publications, customs 

administrations' websites, and international organisations (for example, the WCO). In 

addressing the research objective to identify the processes, procedures, and MRA guidelines 

used in MRA negotiations, six editions of the WCO SAFE Framework of Standards (WCO, 

2005, 2007, 2011b, 2012b, 2015b, 2018d) were collected. The examination of these editions 

helped to identify three annexes that provide important information about the negotiation of 

MRAs, consisting of the WCO MRA Guidelines (WCO, 2011a), the WCO MRA Strategy 

Guide (WCO, 2018c) and the WCO TIN Guidelines (WCO, 2018b). Also identified were 

seven editions of the WCO Compendium of AEO Programmes (Polner, 2010; WCO, 2012a, 

2014, 2016, 2017, 2018a, 2019) annexed to the WCO SAFE Frameworks, which contain 

data of operational AEO programs, concluded MRAs and ongoing MRA negotiations, 

which are essential for tracking the change and development of MRAs at both the bilateral 

and multilateral levels. 

In addition, an internet search helped identify three active MRAs from the EU’s website, 

including an EU-Japan MRA (EC-Japan Joint Committee, 2010), an EU-US MRA 

(Customs Cooperation Committee, 2014) and an EU-China MRA (Customs Cooperation 

Committee, 2014). These MRAs helped in understanding what information is included in 

MRAs as well as the provisions involved in their implementation phase. The information 

regarding the customs cooperative agreements in Japan, necessary to support the analysis of 
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data collected from the interviews with research participants, was found on the Japan 

Customs’ website (Japan Customs, n.d.). 

The data and information collected from these documents had two purposes. First, the 

examination of these data assisted the development of research interviews and survey, as did 

the status of bilateral and multilateral MRAs, as they provided information about the trends 

and current situation of MRA negotiations and implementation. Second, data collected from 

these documents were analysed based on the thematic technique (as described in Chapter 3) 

together with data collected from the interviews and survey for comparing and contrasting 

purposes (as analysed in Chapter 5). This information is provided below in Section 2.1. 

2.2 Data used to inform interviews and survey 

2.2.1 Bilateral MRA negotiations 

According to the WCO (WCO, 2019), there were 74 concluded bilateral MRAs, as of June 

2019. It can be seen from Table 4.1 that 30 countries and territories have concluded at least 

one bilateral MRA, whereas 16 countries and territories have concluded more than four such 

MRAs. 

Table 4.1 
Concluded Bilateral MRAs (as of June 2019) 

No Country 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 Total 

1 South Korea    3 2  2 3 4 1 5  1 20 

2 China      1 2 1   4 1 4 14 

3 USA 1 2 1 1  2  3 1   1  13 

4 Japan  1 1 2 2   2  1  1  10 

5 Hongkong       2 2 1 2 1 1  9 

6 New Zealand 1 1   1     1 1 1 1 7 

7 Canada  1  3      1 2   7 

8 Singapore    1 1 1  2    1 1 7 

9 Australia          1 4 2  7 

10 EU   1 1 1 1  1      5 

11 Israel       1 1 1  2   5 

12 Mexico        2  1  2  5 

13 Uruguay          1 1 2 1 5 

14 Switzerland    1 1    1  1   4 

15 Chinese Taipei      1   1   2  4 

16 Malaysia        2  1 1   4 

17 India       1  1   1  3 

18 Peru           1 2  3 

19 Norway   1      1     2 

20 Dominican 

Republic 
        2     2 

21 Thailand         1 1    2 

22 Costa Rica            2  2 

23 Kazakhstan             2 2 
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No Country 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 Total 

24 Turkey        1      1 

25 Brazil          1    1 

26 UAE           1   1 

27 Bolivia            1  1 

28 Mongolia             1 1 

29 Belarus             1 1 

30 Jordan  1            1  
Total of 

Bilateral 

MRAs  

1 3 2 6 4 3 4 10 7 6 12 10 6 74 

Source: Author, based on data from WCO (2019). 

Countries with the largest number of bilateral MRAs are Korea, China, USA, Japan, and 

Hong Kong. However, Korea, China, Australia, Hong Kong, and Uruguay have negotiated 

more than five MRAs in the last five-year period, while 11 countries have concluded their 

first bilateral MRAs in the past five years, including Australia, Belarus, Bolivia, Brazil, 

Costa Rica, Dominican Republic, Kazakhstan, Mongolia, Thailand, UAE, and Uruguay. 

Australia and Uruguay have negotiated all their MRAs (seven MRAs for Australia and five 

for Uruguay) in the last five years because the Australian Trusted Trader (an AEO-like 

program) was launched on July of 2016 and Uruguay introduced its AEO program, the 

Qualified Economic Operator on March 2014. It was found that these two countries 

introduced their AEO programs relatively late, but both countries have progressed their 

negotiations more rapidly than others. This finding was later checked with interviewees. 

Since the first MRA was launched in 2007 between the US and New Zealand, the number of 

concluded bilateral MRAs has steadily grown, as illustrated in Figure 4.1. 

Figure 4.1 

Number of Concluded Bilateral MRAs by Year 

 

Source: Author, based on data from WCO (2019). 
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Regarding MRAs under negotiation, there are 59 bilateral MRAs in different stages of 

negotiation involving 47 countries and territories (WCO, 2019). Table 4.2 shows countries 

and territories in the top ten list of bilateral MRAs under negotiation. 

Table 4.2 

Top 10 Countries with Bilateral MRAs under Negotiation 

Top 10 countries  Number of bilateral MRAs under 

negotiation (as of September 2019) 

China 13 

The US 6 

Hong Kong 6 

Brazil 5 

Canada 4 

Mexico 4 

Turkey 4 

UAE 4 

South Africa 4 

South Korea 4 

Source: Author, based on data from WCO (2019). 

As can be seen from Table 4.2, China currently has the most bilateral MRAs under 

negotiation. The number of MRA negotiations by China is equal the combination of the 

second (the US) and the third (Hong Kong). Meanwhile, South Korea, which currently has 

the largest number of concluded MRAs, remains tenth of the list with four MRAs being 

negotiated. Therefore, it is projected that China may shortly have the largest number of 

bilateral MRAs in place. It is also interesting to note that South Korea has changed its MRA 

strategy with its focus on multilateral MRAs, as shown in Table 4.4, as South Korea is 

negotiating with the East African Community including Burundi, Kenya, Rwanda, 

Tanzania, and Uganda. 

According to the WCO (2019), 47 countries are currently involved in various stages of 

bilateral MRA negotiations, of which 24 countries hold at least one existing MRA 

(hereinafter called MRAe) and 23 countries have no existing MRA (hereinafter called 

MRAn). Consequently, three types of negotiations are taking place: those between two 

MRAe countries; those between one MRAe and one MRAn; and those between two MRAn 

countries, as shown in Table 4.3. 
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Table 4.3 

MRA Negotiations among MRAe and MRAn Countries 

 Two MRAe countries An MRAe and an MRAn Two MRAn countries 

The EU - Canada Brazil - Argentina  Iran - Russian Federation  

Malaysia -Thailand  Colombia - Costa Rica  Bahrain - Saudi Arabia  

Malaysia - China  Saudi Arabia - UAE  Egypt - Saudi Arabia  

The US-Brazil  South Korea - Vietnam  South Africa - Botswana  

Australia - Thailand  Argentina – Uruguay  South Africa - Eswatini 

Mexico - Hong Kong Turkey - Georgia  South Africa - Lesotho 

Bolivia - Brazil  Dominican Republic - Guatemala  South Africa - Namibia  

India – the US Guatemala - Mexico  
 

China- the US Guatemala - the US 
 

The US - Uruguay  The US - United Kingdom  
 

Switzerland - Japan  Egypt - UAE  
 

Mexico - Israel  UAE - Oman  
 

Kazakhstan - Turkey  Uganda - China  
 

Hong Kong - Canada  Uganda - India 
 

South Korea - Mongolia  Hong Kong - Indonesia 
 

Australia - Japan  Hong Kong – Russian Federation  
 

Hong Kong - Israel  Indonesia – Malaysia 
 

Dominican Republic – 

Mexico  

Republic of North Macedonia – 

China  

 

Canada – China  Serbia - China  
 

Canada – New Zealand  China – Chile  
 

Mexico - Brazil  China – Iran 
 

Mexico - China  China – Russian Federation  
 

Peru - Brazil  
  

Peru - Costa Rica  
  

UAE - India  
  

Turkey - China 
  

Key:  MRAe – a country with an existing MRA 

 MRAn – a country with no existing MRA 

Source: Author, based on data from WCO (2019). 

As shown in Table 4.3, 20 negotiations are being conducted between two MRAe countries, 

22 negotiations between an MRAe and an MRAn, and seven negotiations between two 

MRAn countries. 

2.2.2 Multilateral MRA initiatives 

In the past few years, there has been a growing trend towards developing regional AEO 

programs and multilateral MRAs. As of June 2019, there were one concluded regional AEO 

program and four multilateral MRAs, while the negotiations for another six multilateral 

MRAs were well under way. 
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Table 4.4 demonstrates the recent development of regional AEO programs and multilateral 

MRAs. 

Table 4.4 

Regional AEO Programs and Multilateral MRAs (as of June 2019) 
Regional AEOs or 

Multilateral MRAs 

Member Countries Status Date WCO Region 

The EU Austria, Belgium, Bulgaria, 

Croatia, Republic of Cyprus, 

Czech Republic, Denmark, 

Estonia, Finland, France, 

Germany, Greece, Hungary, 

Ireland, Italy, Latvia, Lithuania, 

Luxembourg, Malta, Netherlands, 

Poland, Portugal, Romania, 

Slovakia, Slovenia, Spain, 

Sweden and the UK. 

Concluded Apr-05 Europe 

East African 

Community (EAC) 

Burundi, Kenya, Rwanda, 

Tanzania, Uganda, and South 

Sudan 

Phase I: 2008 – 2013 

Phase II: 2014 - 2018 

Eastern and Southern 

Africa 

Agadir Agreement 

Member States  

Tunisia, Egypt, Morocco, Jordan Concluded Apr-16 Middle East and 

Northern Africa 

Pacific Alliance Chile, Mexico, Peru, Colombia Concluded Jul-18 Americas and 

Caribbean region 

Customs  

Administrations of 

Central America 

Costa Rica, El Salvador, 

Guatemala, and Panama 

Concluded Apr-19 Americas and 

Caribbean region 

ANDEAN 

Community  

Bolivia, Colombia, Ecuador, and 

Peru 

Concluded May-19 Americas and 

Caribbean region 

Southern Africa 

Customs Union 

Eswatini, Botswana, Namibia, 

Lesotho and South Africa 

Negotiating Eastern and Southern 

Africa 

CEFTA Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, 

Republic of North Macedonia, 

Moldova, Montenegro, Serbia, 

and Kosovo 

Negotiating Europe 

Regional Mercosur 

MRA 

Brazil, Uruguay, Argentina, 

Paraguay, and Bolivia 

Negotiating Americas and 

Caribbean region 

MRA of the 

Americas 

“Declaration of Sao 

Paulo”  

Argentina, Brazil, Bolivia, Chile, 

Guatemala, Paraguay, Peru, 

Dominican Republic, and 

Uruguay 

Negotiating Americas and 

Caribbean region 

East African 

Community + Korea 

Korea, Burundi, Kenya, Rwanda, 

Tanzania, and Uganda 

Negotiating Eastern and Southern 

Africa with Korea 

 Pacific Alliance + 

Paraguay 

Chile, Mexico, Peru, Colombia, 

and Paraguay 

Negotiating Americas and 

Caribbean region 

Source: Author, based on data from WCO (2017, 2018a, 2019). 

It can be seen from Table 4.4 that three out of four concluded multilateral MRAs were in the 

Americas and Caribbean region, while the remaining ones were in the Middle East and 

Northern Africa. For MRAs under negotiation, the Americas and Caribbean account for 

nearly 50%, and the remaining of ongoing negotiations are distributed among the Southern 

Africa Customs Union, the CEFTA, and the East African Community with South Korea. 

Table 5.4 also shows that two countries, including Peru and Columbia from the Americas 
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and Caribbean region, are members of two concluded multilateral MRAs (the Pacific 

Alliance, and the ANDEAN Community). 

Figure 4.2 provides a snapshot of the current progress of multilateral MRAs in the Americas 

and Caribbean region. This region appears to be the most active in respect of multilateral 

MRAs, and has an ambitious agenda, in which three countries (Chile, Guatemala and Peru) 

from three concluded MRAs (Pacific Alliance, the ANDEAN Community and the Customs 

Administrations of Central America) are also involved in MRA negotiation rounds that seek 

to establish larger scale MRAs, namely the Regional Mercosur MRA and the MRA of the 

Americas “Declaration of Sao Paulo”. 

Figure 4.2 

Multilateral MRAs in the Americas and Caribbean Region (As of June 2019) 

 
Source: Author, based on data from WCO (2017, 2018a, 2019). 

2.2.3 MRA tools 

The relevant tools for achieving MRAs were determined to be the WCO MRA Guidelines 

(WCO, 2011a), the WCO MRA Strategy Guide (WCO, 2018c), and the WCO TIN 

Guidelines (WCO, 2018b), which are developed by the WCO to facilitate MRA 

negotiations. In this study, these three tools were reviewed and examined, the objective of 

which was to identify their effectiveness and whether they are sufficient in further fostering 

MRA negotiations. 

In 2011, the WCO MRA Guidelines were introduced. This guide provides an overview of 

mutual recognition, MRAs and the benefits of MRAs. Importantly, the WCO MRA 

Guidelines provides insight to practitioners and negotiators on the enablers as well as the 
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processes to achieve mutual recognition. Other useful information is also included, for 

example, sample components of an MRA and examples of roadmaps towards mutual 

recognition. 

The WCO MRA Strategy Guide was released in 2018. The WCO MRA Strategy Guide 

aims to provide streamlined guidance for the efficient and effective implementation of the 

MRA process (WCO, 2018c), in which an overview of mutual recognition, principles, and 

elements of an MRA are included. For the purpose of guidance, it outlines the negotiation 

process, implementation, maintenance of MRAs and past lessons. In addition, the WCO 

MRA Strategy Guide is annexed with negotiation guidance (Annex I), MRA 

implementation guidance (Annex II), process flow of MRA benefits (Annex III), and 

frequent asked questions (Annex IV). 

The third MRA tool, the WCO TIN Guidelines were launched in 2018. This guide aims to 

establish a globally unique identification number to ensure the accurate and efficient 

exchange of data related to AEOs as well as enabling MRA partner customs administrations 

to identify AEOs efficiently for the purpose of granting facilitation benefits (WCO, 2018b). 

3. Interviews 

Originally, 14 interviewees accepted invitations to participate in the study. As this number 

was insufficient, a snowball sampling technique (described in Chapter 3) was used to recruit 

seven more interviewees. Therefore, a total of 21 semi-structured interviews were 

conducted. To protect the identity and confidentiality of the interviewees, their names were 

replaced with codes. Six interviewees agreed that their identities may be revealed, and this 

has been done in the acknowledgment of assistance. Table 4.5 presents the interviewee’s 

background information. 

Table 4.5 

Interviewees’ Background Information 

Category Code Position/Role 

Public sector CO1 AEO MRA Lead Negotiator 

CO2 AEO MRA Lead Negotiator 

CO3 AEO MRA Lead Negotiator 

CO4 AEO MRA Lead Negotiator 

CO5 Former MRA Negotiator – a regional AEO program 

CO6 Former MRA Negotiator – a regional AEO program 

CO7 Negotiator - a regional AEO program  
Academia ACA1 President, KGH Group  
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Category Code Position/Role 

ACA2 Professor, Universidade Estadual de Campinas, School of 

Applied Sciences  

ACA3 CEO, Trusted Trade Alliance LLC  

International 

organisations 

IO1 Senior Technical Officer, WCO 

IO2 Senior Officer, IMF  

IO3 Manager, IATA 

Private sector PS1 CEO, Trusted Trader International’s (TTI) Customs 

PS2 Country Manager, Allied Pickfords Vietnam 

PS3 Global Head, Customs Compliance 

PS4 Director, AEO Association 

PS5 Manager, Logistics  

PS6 Manager, Trade Compliance  

PS7 Manager, Quality and Compliance  

PS8 Manager, Logistics Software Development  

Source: Author. 

The background information of recruited interviewees provided details about their roles and 

experience in MRA negotiations and/or implementation. The interviewees who were AEO 

MRA negotiators were encouraged to speak in more detail about their past experiences in 

any MRA negotiations. They were also asked about specific questions related to the 

challenges and difficulties in MRA negotiations because they hold valuable information 

regarding MRA negotiations that they had been involved in. 

The interviews with participants from the private sector helped to better understand the 

private sector’s expectations and perspectives. These interviewees represented companies 

including companies with AEO status, other multinational logistics and consultancy firms 

and even an IT company that develops software for international logistics. 

Although interviewees from academia and international organisations are not typically 

involved in AEO MRA negotiations, their expertise as researchers or relevant policymakers 

helped to better inform the study and to gain more diverse opinions about MRA negotiations 

and implementation. There was also an interview conducted with a WCO Senior Technical 

Officer, who is responsible for providing guidance and consultancy to facilitate AEO MRA 

negotiations, both bilaterally and regionally. 

The first question in the interview with negotiators was intended to ascertain their 

involvement in any MRA negotiation(s). In contrast, interviewees from academia were first 

asked about their research or experience relevant to AEO programs or MRAs. Table 4.6 
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provides an overview of the interviewees’ relevant experience in MRA negotiations and 

implementation and/or experience in AEO programs. 

Table 4.6 

Interviewees’ Relevant Experience 
Code Summary of the interviewees’ relevant experience 

CO1 • Participated in the MRA negotiation with Korea as well as a potential regional 

ASEAN AEO program. 

CO2 • The successful conclusion of MRAs with Singapore, Canada, and commencing an 

MRA with Taiwan 

CO3 • Participating in four of the country’s MRA negotiations 

CO4 • Participating in seven of the country’s MRA negotiations 

CO5 • Participated on behalf of the European Commission in the MRA negotiations with 

the US, China and Japan 

CO6 • Participated in the development of the AEO legislation and several MRA 

negotiations 

CO7 • Participated in the conceptualisation of their AEO compliance program 

• Involved in the design of the legal framework for mutual recognition within the 

region 

• Participated in some of the MRA negotiations 

ACA1 • Working with AEOs for more than 20 years 

• Involved in approximately 44 AEO programs around the world, and 

approximately 15 to 20 MRAs 

• Supervising and also leading the latest AEO programs and MRAs in several 

countries, for example, Australia, Brazil, Iceland, Uruguay, Turkey, United Arab 

Emirates and Saudi Arabia 

ACA2 • Research fields are related to performance indicators and AEOs, the 

implementation of the AEO program in Brazil, the Brazil history of the 

implementation and assessment after the first phase of AEO implementation 

ACA3 • Involved with Customs in designing the C-TPAT program and the discussion of 

supply chain security which led to the development of the SAFE Framework 

• Involved in the SAFE Working Group for several years 

IO1 • Involved in the development of the WCO MRA Strategy Guide  

IO2 • Dealing with APEC AEO discussions and also the compilation of APEC 

members’ AEO situations as well as AEO MRAs 

IO3 • Oversaw some stages of the US-EU MRA 

• A Technical and Operational Adviser recognised by the WCO 

PS1 • Involved in the early consultancy of policy, legislation and implementation of the 

Australian Trusted Trader (ATT) program 

• Provides current ATT application services for Australian businesses 

PS2 • Teaching customs officers at Vietnam Customs School about AEOs 

PS3 • A designated task is responsibility for applying and maintaining AEO status for 

the company’s branches worldwide  

PS5 • Ensuring the company’s compliance with the national AEO program 

PS6 • Experience with applying for AEO status in Brazil, Peru, and Bolivia 

• Now working in an Argentinian AEO 

PS7 • Maintaining the company’s compliance with the national AEO program 

Source: Author. 
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4. Survey 

This section outlines the data collection from the survey, followed by survey respondents’ 

background information as well as narrative responses collected. 

4.1 Response rate 

As mentioned in Chapter 3, the sampling frame included 420 participants drawn from the 

public sector (mainly from Customs), academia, international organisations and the private 

sector. 

After sending the survey, 13 bounced emails were reported, which accounted for 3.1% of 

invitations. Two of the participants indicated their unwillingness of participate in the 

research, which accounted for approximately 0.5% of invited participants. Therefore, the 

actual number of invitations that reached those who were invited was 405, which accounts 

for 96.4% of the total invitations sent. Figure 4.3 provides an overview of the survey 

conducted using the Survey Monkey platform. 

Figure 4.3 

Survey Overview 

 

Source: Author 

As shown in Figure 4.3, a total of 61 responses were received, of which 55 responses were 

fully completed, and six responses were partially completed. Therefore, the survey response 

rate was 15.1% (i.e., 61 responses from 405 surveys). This rate is within the range of 11–

85%, which is considered acceptable (Shih & Fan, 2009, p. 34). 
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4.2 Respondents’ background information 

In this section, the survey respondents' background information is analysed to assess 

whether the samples were drawn from the defined study population. 

A small population representative sample size and a low response rate could affect the 

research findings. However, a summary table of the respondents’ characteristics may 

mitigate any limitations to the study. It is argued that the applicability of the research 

findings to any people of the same or similar characteristics can be reasonably assumed, as 

described in the defined study population. 

Therefore, this study collected and described the respondents’ background information, such 

as respondents' country of residence, their current involvement in AEO MRA negotiations, 

years of experience in dealing with AEO programs and/or MRAs, and the respondents’ 

category as defined in the study (public sector, academia, international organisations, private 

sector). 

4.2.1 Respondents’ country of residence 

Because the survey sampling did not target respondents from any specific country of 

residence, the survey asked respondents to indicate their country of residence when they 

agreed to participate in the survey. A total of 61 survey responses were received from 

respondents of 35 countries. However, 10 of 35 countries are members of the EU, which 

consisted of 19 respondents (or 31.2% of total respondents). For the purpose of this study, 

these respondents were identified as being residents of the EU. The reason for categorising 

these 10 countries as an individual country, the EU, is because EU member states share a 

regional AEO program that applies to all member countries. 

As illustrated in Figure 5.2, Australia had seven respondents, which represents the second-

largest number of respondents in the survey (second to the EU) and accounts for 11.5%. 

There are 17 countries which each had only one survey respondent (for example, 

Afghanistan, Brazil and Chile), as displayed in Figure 4.4. 
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Figure 4.4 

Distribution of Respondents by their Country of Residence 

Source: Author 

In addition, Figure 4.5 illustrates the geographical distribution of respondents based on the 

WCO regional classification. Figure 4.5 shows that the survey respondents come from every 

WCO classified region. There were 24 respondents from the European region, which is the 

largest number and accounts for 39.3% of total respondents. The second-largest number of 

respondents is from the Asia-Pacific region, which accounted for 29.5% (or 18 

respondents). 

Figure 4.5 

Distribution of Respondents by WCO region 

 
Source: Author, based on survey results and data from (WCO, 2019) 

It is also important to analyse the distribution of the respondents in the context of their 

countries’ AEO programs and MRAs, as shown in Table 4.7. 
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Table 4.7 

Distribution of the Respondents Sharing their Countries’ AEO Programs and MRAs 

WCO 

region 

Country of 

residence 

Number of 

respondents 

to this study 

Percentage 

of all 

respondents 

AEO 

program 

MRAs 

Signed Negotiating 

Americas 

and 

Caribbean  

Brazil 1 1.64 Yes 1 bilateral MRA 

4 bilateral MRAs 

and 1 multilateral 

MRA (Mercosur**) 

Chile 1 1.64 

Under 

development 

(2017) 

1 multilateral MRA 

(Pacific Alliance*) 
 

Jamaica 1 1.64 Yes No data  

Mexico 3 4.92 Yes 

4 bilateral MRAs, 1 

multilateral MRA 

(Pacific Alliance) 

 

USA 2 3.28 
Yes (AEO 

Like***) 
12 bilateral MRAs  

Asia-

Pacific  
Afghanistan 1 1.64 No No   

Australia 7 11.48 
Yes (AEO 

Like) 
7 bilateral MRAs  3 bilateral MRAs 

India 1 1.64 Yes 3 bilateral MRAs  2 bilateral MRAs 

Indonesia 1 1.64 Yes  1 bilateral MRA 

Japan 1 1.64 Yes 9 bilateral MRAs 3 bilateral MRAs 

Malaysia 1 1.64 Yes 3 bilateral MRAs  2 bilateral MRAs 

New Zealand 2 3.28 
Yes (AEO 

Like) 
7 bilateral MRAs 1 bilateral MRA 

Pakistan 1 1.64 

Under 

development 

(2019) 

No   

Singapore 1 1.64 
Yes (AEO 

Like) 
9 bilateral MRAs  

Vietnam 2 3.28 Yes No  

Europe  EU 19 31.15 Yes 5 bilateral MRAs 2 bilateral MRAs 

Switzerland 1 1.64 Yes 3 bilateral MRAs  1 bilateral MRA 

Turkey 2 3.28 Yes 1 bilateral MRAs 1 bilateral MRA  

Ukraine 1 1.64 No data No  

UK 5 8.20 No data No  

North 

Africa and 

Middle 

East  

UAE 1 1.64 Yes 1 bilateral MRA 1 bilateral MRA 

Eastern 

and 

Southern 

Africa  

South Africa 1 1.64 

Under 

development 

(2021) 

 
1 multilateral MRA 

(SACU) 

Uganda 1 1.64 Yes 
1 regional AEO 

program (EAC) 
3 bilateral MRAs 

Western 

and 

Central 

Africa  

Ghana 1 1.64 
Under 

development 
No  

Mozambique 1 1.64 
Compliance 

Program 
No  

Namibia 2 3.28 No data No  

TOTAL 61  

*: On 21 July 2018, the Pacific Alliance, a trade bloc formed by Chile, Colombia, Mexico and Peru, signed a plurilateral 

MRA in Puerto Vallarta (Mexico). 

**: the establishment of a regional AEO MRA for Argentina, Brazil, Paraguay and Uruguay has been promoted by 

Uruguay Customs. 

***: AEO Like means the AEO programs have different names like Customs-Trade Partnership Against Terrorism (C-

TPAT) in the US and Secure Export Scheme (SES) in New Zealand. 
Source: Author, based on survey results and data from WCO (2019) 
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More significantly, Table 4.7 also shows that those countries with respondents participating 

in this study are in various stages of development of AEO programs and the negotiation of 

MRAs. Several of these countries already have a number of bilateral MRAs signed and/or 

currently under negotiation. For example, as of June 2019, Japan had nine bilateral MRAs in 

effect and three MRAs under negotiation. Mexico had four bilateral MRAs signed and one 

multilateral MRA signed (Pacific Alliance), Brazil had one bilateral MRA in effect as well 

as negotiating four bilateral MRAs and one multilateral MRA. Some other countries also 

had regional AEO programs in operation or under negotiation, such as Uganda (operational 

EAC AEO program) and South Africa (SACU regional AEO program under negotiation). 

4.2.2 Category of respondents 

The study categorised the various types of respondents as follows: public sector, academia, 

international organisations and private sector (see Section 3.3.1 of Chapter 3). The 

distribution of respondents based on this categorisation is displayed in Figure 4.6. 

Figure 4.6 

Distribution of Respondents by Study Category 

 
Source: Author 

It can be seen from Figure 4.6 that the largest number of respondents (22) were from the 

private sector, which makes up 41% of all respondents. Meanwhile, 19 respondents were 

from the public sector, which accounts for 31.2%. For respondents from international 

organisations, there were 17 respondents (or 23% of all respondents). There were three 

respondents from academia, which accounts for 4.9% of all respondents. 
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4.2.3 Respondents’ involvement in AEO MRAs 

The survey identified respondents’ involvement in AEO MRAs by asking them to indicate 

whether their current position involves the negotiation or implementation of the mutual 

recognition agreement of AEO programs. This exercise gave some indication of the level of 

the respondents’ expertise relevant to the research. Table 4.8 shows the distribution of 

respondents to the survey by their involvement in AEO MRAs. 

Table 4.8 

Distribution of Respondents by MRA Involvement 

Current position Number of 

respondents 

Percentage 

Negotiation (Negotiators) 2 3.3 

Implementation (Implementors) 34 55.7 

Both negotiation and implementation 10 16.4 

Neither involved in negotiation nor 

implementation 

15 24.6 

Total 61  

Source: Author 

As shown in Table 4.8, the largest number of respondents (34) were those who are involved 

in MRA implementation, which accounts for 55.7% of all respondents. Meanwhile, two 

respondents (or 3.3%) are involved in the negotiation of MRAs only. 

Ten respondents, whose current position involves both MRA negotiation and 

implementation, account for 16.4% of all respondents. Those who are neither involved in 

negotiation nor implementation totalled 15 respondents (or 24.6%). 

4.2.4 Respondents’ years of experience with AEO programs or MRAs 

Regarding respondents’ relevant experience, the respondents were asked to indicate how 

many years of experience they have in dealing with AEO programs and/or AEO MRAs. 

Table 4.9 shows the distribution of respondents by their years of experience. 

Table 4.9 

Distribution of Respondents by Years of Experience 

Years of experience Number of 

respondents 

Percentage 

1 – 2 years 17 27.9 

3 – 5 years 11 18.0 

More than five years 33 54.1 

Total 61  

Source: Author 
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Table 4.9 shows 33 respondents with more than five years of experience in AEO programs 

and/or MRAs, which accounts for 54.1%. Twenty-eight respondents with less than five 

years of relevant experience make up 45.9% of total respondents. 

4.3 Narrative responses collected from the survey 

As discussed in Chapter 3, the survey was conducted in parallel with the interviews. There 

were 420 invitations to complete the survey and 61 responses were collected, which 

amounts to 15.1% response rate. A total of 279 narrative answers/responses were received 

as not all 61 survey respondents answered the open-ended questions. 106 narrative 

answers/responses were obtained from open-ended survey questions for clarification (see 

Questions 2, 4, 8, 11, 14, 17 and 18 of Appendix B) and 173 responses were collected from 

single open-ended questions, which were designed to obtain respondents’ opinions and 

perspectives (see Questions 9, 13, 15 and 16 of Appendix B). 

5. Conclusion 

This chapter has provided an overview of data collection from three sources: relevant 

documents, interviews, and a survey. Relevant documents were identified and selected for 

the purpose of providing an overview of bilateral and multilateral MRA negotiations, MRA 

tools as well as supporting the development of the interview questions and survey. The 

chapter has also outlined some background information of the interviewees and survey 

respondents. The data collected is analysed in Chapters 5, 6 and 7. 

The next chapter addresses the analysis of the qualitative data obtained from the relevant 

documents, interviews and survey outlined above. 
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CHAPTER 5: QUALITATIVE DATA ANALYSIS 

1. Introduction 

This chapter outlines the qualitative analysis of the three sources of data, documents, 

interviews and the research survey. Section 2 outlines the analysis of qualitative data by 

using the six steps of the thematic analysis technique. Section 3 analyses data relevant to 

MRA development in general, by firstly addressing bilateral and multilateral MRAs, as well 

as the prospect of a global MRA. It then addresses MRA development in terms of those 

identified phases, that is, preparation, negotiation and implementation. Section 4 analyses 

the factors impacting on the negotiation of MRAs by themes and sub-themes, which reflect 

those from the research framework identified in the literature review. The chapter concludes 

with a summary of its content. 

2. Thematic analysis of qualitative data 

This section outlines the use of the thematic technique, developed by Braun and Clarke 

(2006), to analyse the data collected. These steps include data familiarisation, the generation 

of initial codes, searching for themes, reviewing themes, naming themes and producing the 

report (presentation of findings). 

2.1 Data familiarisation 

In the initial step of qualitative data analysis (step 1), the author ensured familiarisation with 

the data. After the completion of each interview, the audio recording was carefully 

reviewed, together with a review of the author’s interview notes, which highlighted initial 

impressions and critical points in the interview. These notes also assisted at a later stage in 

generating preliminary codes and in planning subsequent interviews. They also ensured that 

the focus was on the essential details before a transcript of the interview was made. 

When each transcript was complete, it was reviewed word-by-word by checking with the 

recording and by checking with the author’s interview notes to ensure that there were no 

missing data or transcription errors. The process of listening to audio recordings, 

transcribing and reviewing transcripts helped the author become familiar with the data in the 

early stages of data analysis. After the transcriptions were completed, a native English 

speaker was asked to further review them. The transcriptions were then rematched with their 

audio recordings. Notes were taken and annotations were applied where relevant and 
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appropriate to further understand the data and the researcher’s comments, thoughts, 

impressions and the identification of similarities and differences for later analysis. 

Responses to the open-ended questions from the survey required similar familiarisation 

review, as they represented one element of the study’s qualitative data. All responses were 

in the form of textual/narrative data associated with each participant, the results of which 

were outlined in Section 4.3 of Chapter 4. These responses were extensively reviewed and 

annotated with comments to facilitate the latter stage of data analysis. In this regard, the 

preparation of both interview and qualitative survey data for analysis was performed to a 

high standard. 

The third source of data was collected from relevant documents. These documents were 

synthesised in Section 2 of Chapter 4 and were reviewed and examined from the perspective 

of their original purposes (authenticity), relevance (usefulness), and potential contributions 

to the current study. Once these three sources of data (documents, interviews and survey) 

were appropriately reviewed, they were prepared for coding and theme generation by way of 

the following steps. 

2.2 Generation of initial codes 

The next step of the analysis involved the generation of initial codes (step 2). This required 

the three entire datasets (documents, interviews and answers from open-ended questions in 

the survey) to be identified and coded. Such codes formed components of information that 

helped address the research objectives of the study. In reality, however, there is no clear 

border between step 1 and step 2 because step 2 has firm roots in step 1 through the notes 

that were taken during the review of interviews. These notes acted as preliminary codes for 

step 2 when more specific codes were generated. In this step, the author took advantage of 

the functions of the NVivo, a qualitative data analysis computer software package, with 

transcripts from the interviews and answers to open-ended questions from the survey being 

imported into the software. 

Because the study used convergent parallel mixed-methods research to triangulate and 

cross-validate both qualitative and quantitative methods, the generation of codes was guided 

by the theoretical framework of the study. The coding of qualitative data followed the 

deductive approach, which provides instructions for the interaction with data. In this regard, 

the researcher utilised the categories initially identified in the literature review to guide the 
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data coding into codes within NVivo. Note that within NVivo, the term “node” is used. 

However, for the purpose of this analysis, the term “code” is used by the author. These 

categories included: 

A. MRA development 

B. Political factors 

C. Regulatory factors 

D. Organisational factors 

E. Economic factors 

F. Technical factors 

G. Psychological factors 

These categories became the initial theme codes and, subsequently, the three sources of data 

were examined to gather references by referencing relevant content against the various 

theme codes. Also, when sub-codes emerged with substantial ideas or theories, an inductive 

approach was applied to record and report such concepts. Thus, the author revisited 

interview transcripts and survey responses to search for emerging sub-codes in both the 

deductive and inductive approaches. An initial analysis of the three sources of data 

identified 30 sub-codes that related to the seven themes. These were coded as shown in 

Table 5.1 

Table 5.1 

Sub-codes Related to the Seven Themes 

Code Name 

1 MRA negotiations 

2 A prospective global MRA 

3 MRA development process 

4 Political will 

5 National sovereignty 

6 Import clearance time 

7 Non-tariff barriers  

8 Political ties 

9 Geopolitical considerations 

10 MRA lobbying 

11 SAFE compliance 

12 AEO program scope 

13 AEO program focus 

14 Dispute resolution procedures 

15 Form of selective agreements 

16 Number of AEO memberships 

17 Free trade agreements 
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Code Name 

18 Customs cooperative agreements 

19 Coordinated border management 

20 Internal commitment 

21 Resource allocation 

22 MRA training 

23 Trader awareness 

24 Satisfaction with MRA benefits 

25 Privacy and data protection 

26 Data exchange 

27 Data integrity 

28 Economic size 

29  Trade indicator 

30 Trust 

Source: Author. 

2.3 Searching for, reviewing and naming themes 

A thematic hierarchy in NVivo including theme codes, sub-codes and relevant content 

proved useful in reviewing themes. Each of these sub-codes were then grouped against 

theme codes according to their relevance. Table 5.2 outlines an example using the theme 

“Regulatory factors”. 

Table 5.2 

Sub-codes Related to Theme C 

Theme: Regulatory factors (Code C) 

Sub-code Name 

C 11 SAFE compliance 

C 12 AEO program scope 

C 13 AEO program focus 

C 14 Dispute resolution procedures 

C 15 Form of selective agreements 

C 16 Number of AEO memberships 

C 17 Free trade agreements 

C 18 Customs cooperative agreements 

C 19 Coordinated border management 

Source: Author. 

The thematic hierarchy acted as a directory for checking and rechecking themes against data 

references (for example, quotes). Table 5.3 presents an example of the identification of 

references relevant to sub-codes of Theme C, “Regulatory factors”. 
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Table 5.3 

Relevant Content Related to Sub-Codes of Theme C 

Theme: Regulatory factors (Code C) 

Sub-code Name Identified relevant content 

C 11 SAFE compliance One entry from a document (WCO, 

2011a) and 13 references from five 

interviewees 

C 12 AEO program scope One entry from a document (WCO, 

2011a) and five references from five 

interviewees 

C 13 AEO program focus One entry from a document (WCO, 

2011a) and 27 references from nine 

interviewees 

C 14 Dispute resolution procedures 19 references from nine interviewees 

C 15 Form of selective agreements 16 references from seven interviewees 

C 16 Number of AEO memberships 13 references from six interviewees 

C 17 Free trade agreements 10 references from four interviewees 

C 18 Customs cooperative agreements 10 references from six interviewees 

C 19 Coordinated border management Eight references from four interviewees 

Source: Author. 

The final themes and their descriptions adopted were based on the relevant content 

identified at the sub-code level, as shown in Table 5.4. 

Table 5.4 

Final Named Themes 
Theme Sub-theme Description 

MRA 

development 

MRA negotiations Data analysis regarding bilateral and 

multilateral MRA negotiations 

A prospective global MRA Data analysis regarding a prospective global 

MRA 

MRA development process Inclusion of the MRA preparation phase, 

negotiation phase and implementation phase 

Political 

factors 

Political will The intention, desire or commitment of 

political actors to work on MRA negotiations 

National sovereignty MRA development process cannot be 

controlled by foreign interference 

Non-tariff barriers Impact of non-tariff barriers on the MRA 

development process 

Import clearance time Impact of import clearance time on the MRA 

development process 

Political ties A friendly relationship between countries 

Geopolitical considerations Countries with common land borders, 

neighbours, or regional ties  

MRA lobbying Lobbying activities to influence the MRA 

development process 

Regulatory 

factors 

SAFE compliance  Compliance of AEO programs with the SAFE 

Framework 

AEO program focus  The focus of AEO programs 

AEO program scope The scope of AEO programs 
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Theme Sub-theme Description 

Dispute resolution procedures Procedures for resolving disputes in the MRA 

implementation 

Form of selective agreements The selection of binding or non-binding forms 

of MRAs 

AEO memberships The number of AEO memberships in an AEO 

program 

Free trade agreements  Trade agreements between countries 

Customs cooperative 

agreements 

Agreements between countries on Customs 

matters  

Coordinated border 

management 

The cooperation of relevant agencies at the 

border 

Organisational 

factors 

Internal commitment High-level internal commitment within 

competent authorities (i.e. Customs) to achieve 

MRA negotiations 

Resource allocation The allocation of human, financial and time 

resources for MRA negotiations 

MRA training Relevant training activities for both the public 

and private sector regarding the MRA 

development process 

Trader awareness  Awareness by traders of the concept, 

utilisation, and benefits of MRAs 

MRA benefits Satisfaction of traders with the MRA benefits 

Technical 

factors 

Privacy and data protection Individual's privacy and the confidentiality of 

relevant information and data in the context of 

AEO and MRA 

Data exchange Data exchange in the context of AEO and 

MRA 

Data integrity Data integrity in the context of AEO and MRA 

Economic 

factors 

Economic size The gross domestic product (GDP) one 

country can generate in one fiscal year 

Trade indicator Export volume/value, import volume/value, 

trade volume/value and trade patterns 

Psychological 

factors 

Trust Trust (or confidence) in trading partners’ 

regulatory environment 

Source: Author. 

2.4 Presentation of findings 

The final stage of the qualitative study is the presentation of the results, which are based on 

the themes outlined in Table 5.4. These results are presented in Sections 3 and 4 using 

narrative analysis, which is supported by data extracts (for example, quotes) from relevant 

documents, interview transcripts and survey responses to highlight the findings. 

3. MRA development 

This section analyses data in the context of the various steps involved in the development of 

MRAs, as well as the different types of MRAs, that is, bilateral, multilateral and global. 
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3.1 MRA negotiations 

In the context of bilateral and multilateral MRA negotiations, research participants were 

interviewed to determine whether lack of experience from prior MRA negotiations in 

MRAn countries is one of the challenges faced in negotiating their AEO MRAs. When 

MRA negotiators were interviewed about whether their experience in past MRA 

negotiations helped in subsequent MRA negotiations, they responded affirmatively that 

future negotiations become easier to handle. In explaining how experience helps in MRA 

negotiations, some interviewees indicated that they regard MRA negotiation as a process 

and that they gained experience overtime, especially when dealing with challenging issues 

such as privacy and data protection. The interviewees also identified that although 

experience in MRA negotiations is helpful, MRAn countries have access to several MRA 

tools, such as the WCO MRA Guidelines, the WCO MRA Strategy Guide, and the WCO 

TIN Guidelines, that have been developed by the WCO in order to facilitate MRA 

negotiations. 

Also, in this study, research participants were invited to share their opinions and 

perspectives about the recent developments and trends relating to regional AEO programs 

and multilateral MRAs. When asked about whether the proliferation of regional/multilateral 

AEO MRAs is prevalent, many negotiators and interviewees from the private sector agreed 

that it is the growing trend for the future. For example, one interviewee - a negotiator 

indicated that the Americas and Caribbean region is heading in this direction, noting that 

“the future is [sic] the proliferation of regional/multilateral agreements”. 

On the other hand, some interviewees cast doubts about the growing trend of regional AEO 

programs and multilateral MRAs. A lead MRA negotiator responded that their country was 

not considering any regional initiatives in the short term. Another interviewee provided a 

negative view of this trend based on unfavourable outcomes of a proposed multilateral 

MRA among APEC member countries, where it was hard to reach a consensus due to the 

security-focused AEO programs operating in some countries. 

When discussing regional AEO programs, interviewees (especially, MRA negotiators) 

provided their views on EAC, CEFTA and especially the typical regional AEO program of 

the EU. One commented that favourable conditions for establishing regional AEO programs 

include the existence of trading blocks and shared land borders. Regions, such as ASEAN 
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and SACU which experience such conditions, have regional AEO programs well under way. 

An interviewee also stated that, however, it may be a challenge for those with regional AEO 

programs (for example, the EU) to negotiate an MRA with other countries because 

negotiators of this program need to represent and act on behalf of all member states. 

Several other challenges were also raised regarding a country’s expectations, priorities, 

economic background, or ability to manage change when joining a regional AEO program. 

Several participants indicated that a regional AEO program requires member countries to 

implement the same criteria and requirements. However, as these countries often have 

different levels of economic development, needs, and priorities, it takes longer for the 

negotiators to reach a consensus. Meantime, proposed members are required to have 

effective change management strategies in place to adapt to the regional AEO program’s 

criteria and requirements. 

An interviewee from an international organisation noted that one advantage of regional 

AEO programs and multilateral MRA is the potential to significantly reduce the effort and 

resources for negotiating and entering into bilateral MRAs. For example, one multilateral 

MRA has four, five or 10 members with the potential to replace 10 or 20 bilateral MRAs. 

Several participants provided recommendations to promote regional AEO programs and 

multilateral MRAs. Firstly, they pointed to the WCO which is working to build specific 

guidelines to assist its member states foster negotiations towards such regional AEO 

programs and multilateral MRAs. They indicated that many lessons and best practices could 

be learned from the successful MRA negotiations, such as those of the Pacific Alliance and 

AGADIR. Secondly, they noted that a possible “short cut”, which may dismiss several steps 

in MRA negotiations (for example, country validation visits) could be considered to apply in 

several circumstances. Several participants suggested that there was scope for potential 

regional or multilateral MRAs where, for example, country A has an MRA with country B, 

and country B has an MRA with country C, then A and C could negotiate a fast-track MRA 

by eliminating a joint validation process. Another suggestion referred to possible combined 

negotiations of both MRAs and FTAs, where FTAs would address tariff reduction and 

MRAs focus on mutual recognition of AEO programs. As such, survey respondents further 

suggested the need for alignment between the WCO SAFE Framework and the WTO TFA 

and supported full implementation of the WTO FTA with effective monitoring tools, not 

just seeking “MRAs for public relations purposes”. 
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3.2 A prospective global MRA 

The survey respondents were asked about their perspectives regarding the future of a global 

MRA and whether it would become a reality and why (Questions 18 and 19). The responses 

were varied and broad. 

Some interviewees who agreed with and supported the idea of a global MRA were members 

of the private sector. These interviewees indicated that companies benefit from having AEO 

status by having their exports facilitated in foreign markets. Survey respondents also 

supported a global MRA because such an initiative would be important for AEOs to achieve 

fair trade around the world. 

On the other hand, some interviewees opposed the idea of a global MRA because it would 

require a common template, a common platform of data exchange, and AEO standards 

becoming the minimum for global supply chain security. Therefore, these interviewees 

concluded that a global MRA would be difficult to achieve or even unrealistic. In the 

survey, some respondents also opposed the idea of a global MRA as it would be impossible 

to achieve in the absence of global governance. Other reasons for rejecting the notion of a 

global MRA included challenges related to technical trade barriers, the incapacity of many 

countries to meet global requirements, regional politics, and the likelihood of achieving 

global consensus. 

Although some interviewees saw a global MRA as an ideal and eventual goal, one indicated 

that due to different levels of priorities, expectations, and development (for example, the 

economy and IT), it would not occur for some time. Some indicated that, in an ideal 

scenario, if such an AEO global mutual system were to be developed and recognised by 

countries worldwide, it could be greatly beneficial. Several conditions have been identified 

for the development of such a global MRA, which comprise political will, global standards, 

mutual trust, capacity building, and reliable security records. Survey respondents 

emphasised that the concept and benefits of a global MRA must ultimately gain political 

acceptance. However, the concept and benefits of a global MRA are still vague. It was also 

noted that the assessment of the mutual benefits and interests in a bilateral context is not 

likely to be simple, so it would not be possible for countries to assess the benefits and 

interests in the context of a global MRA. 
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Participants highlighted the challenges to adopting global standards for implementing a 

global MRA, with global standards needing to be developed at both the legal level (for 

example, legislation and rules) and operational level (for example, global data standards) to 

align the accreditation and MRA processes (for example, as is the case with the EU’s Union 

Customs Code). One interviewee indicated that all WCO member states would need to 

adopt the same approach to MRA accreditation and certification, while ensuring that 

security records are globally consistent. 

Similarly, it was noted that countries need to have a consensus on global standards of supply 

chain security as well as compliance, and once these global standards are established all 

countries must be bound by them. It was noted that this was not feasible because it is always 

difficult for countries to agree to adopt the same provisions. 

Another challenge, noted, relates to each country’s economic conditions, cultures, 

legislative systems, sensitivities, and approaches, with the fact that a country has signed up 

to the WCO SAFE Framework being insufficient to ensuring the same rules are applied. As 

an example, one survey respondent argued that technical barriers to trade (for example, 

NTBs) are different in every country, and when many differences remain among country 

members, it is most unlikely that mutual trust and cooperation will be achieved at the global 

level. Survey respondents also questioned whether the validation processes of another 

country could be relied upon. In addition, developing countries and least developed 

countries would require significant investment (for example, infrastructure, and technology) 

and capacity building to achieve globally accepted standards. Such investments and capacity 

building would therefore be a prerequisite to developing countries and least developed 

countries taking part in a prospective global MRA. 

A further challenge relates to the agreement and establishment of global systems. As noted 

by survey respondents, multilateralism needs to emerge as a higher priority and more 

successful WTO negotiations are required. For example, the full implementation of the 

WTO’s TFA and the WCO’s SAFE Framework need to be promoted and customs 

administrations must be truly committed to these trade facilitation measures. In the WCO 

SAFE Framework, security requirements are mandatory, but are not required under the 

WTO TFA. Furthermore, compliant traders under the TFA are also not required to apply to 

join any program and undergo special validation. There are, however, many overlapping 

standards between these two documents, for example, benefits for AEOs under the WCO 
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SAFE Framework compared to those of compliant traders under the TFA. As agreed by one 

interviewee, AEO MRAs may disappear if TFA implementation is successful, as the TFA 

could replace up to 150 different MRAs. However, some academic interviewees presented 

examples from global mutual systems of the WTO and UN and argued that many countries 

still are not involved in such systems. 

While recognising that a global MRA would take some time to achieve, participants put 

forward several strategies. In the survey, respondents suggested that customs 

administrations should not put their efforts into MRA negotiations to obtain multiple MRAs 

but should ensure that their concluded MRA s are implemented correctly. In doing so, 

customs administrations should support MRA implementation with adequate IT solutions 

and appropriate legislation (for example, for following up the implementation status of 

MRAs). An interesting suggestion, by one interviewee, was to move “past the idea of MRAs 

and move towards an AEO convention” for a better solution, even though the idea of an 

AEO convention may resemble the WTO’s TFA. Respondents indicated that in the near 

future, bilateral and multilateral paths will jointly be pursued, but this will require 

significant resource allocation. Therefore, many interviewees and survey respondents 

preferred to support multilateral MRA initiatives rather than a global MRA. 

3.3 MRA development process 

The relevant tools for achieving MRAs were determined to be the WCO MRA Guidelines 

(WCO, 2011a), the WCO MRA Strategy Guide (WCO, 2018c), and the WCO TIN 

Guidelines (WCO, 2018b), which were developed by the WCO to facilitate MRA 

negotiations. In this study, these three tools were reviewed and examined, the objective 

being to identify their effectiveness and whether they provide sufficient guidance for further 

fostering MRA negotiations. Furthermore, the WCO MRA Strategy Guide is displayed side-

by-side with the WCO MRA Guidelines in Table 5.5, 5.6 and 5.7 to highlight both guides' 

features regarding the MRA development process. Several MRA full texts (EU-Japan, EU-

China, or EU-US) are also reviewed concerning their MRA implementation phase’s 

provisions. 

Before the launch of the WCO MRA Guidelines in 2011, 12 MRAs had been concluded. 

Three interviewees indicated that MRA negotiators who attended these MRA negotiations 

did not follow any guidelines and that, these negotiators had to learn by themselves from 
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experience and practice. Interviewees CO2 and CO5 commented that the WCO released the 

WCO MRA Guidelines mainly based on the EU-US MRA negotiations. For example, 

examples of roadmaps towards mutual recognition were extracted from a document in these 

negotiations. 

A question was designed in the interview protocols to obtain interviewees’ views regarding 

the most important features of the WCO MRA Guidelines compared with the WCO MRA 

Strategy Guide (See Question 8 in Appendix E and Question 5 in Appendices F, G and H). 

Interestingly, one interviewee indicated that the two guides have similar content but are just 

formatted differently. Meanwhile, another interviewee said that the WCO MRA Strategy 

Guide repeats the principles and recommended components for the MRA text content from 

the WCO MRA Guidelines. 

There were also several comments from the interviewees on how relevant and effective the 

WCO MRA Guidelines, and the WCO MRA Strategy Guide were in assisting customs 

administrations and therefore facilitating MRA negotiations. Three interviewees commented 

that while the WCO MRA Guidelines were quite good, the WCO MRA Strategy Guide 

would help to promote trust and understanding among MRA negotiating parties. Interviewee 

IO3 indicated that the use of ‘Transparency’, ‘Vision’, ‘Today’s Tip’ and ‘Tomorrow’s 

Trend’ in the WCO MRA Strategy Guide are very useful components or tools for customs 

administrations to devise their national MRA plans. 

Survey respondents were also asked an open-ended question (Question 13) concerning the 

most important features in the WCO MRA Strategy Guide in comparison to the WCO MRA 

Guidelines. A respondent suggested that the WCO MRA Strategy Guide is more 

comprehensive and more user-friendly for persons not previously involved in MRA 

negotiations. Meanwhile, another respondent indicated that the WCO MRA Strategy Guide 

addresses strategic issues and provides a more detailed review of the ways to implement 

MRAs (what to prepare before, during and after negotiation). The WCO MRA Guidelines 

are also practical and help solve issues, however, according to another survey respondent. 

According to interviewee CO2, the MRA development process in the WCO MRA Strategy 

Guide is based on the previous experience of WCO members, and the guide outlines the 

necessary steps before and during MRA negotiations. Other useful elements in the WCO 

MRA Strategy Guide, suggested by interviewee CO2, include a training curriculum for 
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validators and auditors, templates for MRAs, action plans and user requirements for 

electronic AEO Data Exchange between MRA partners based on the use of TIN. 

Several interviewees indicated that both the WCO MRA Guidelines and the WCO MRA 

Strategy Guide would be essential in providing useful guidance for customs administrations 

in negotiating MRAs. According to a MRA lead negotiator (CO4), these two guides need to 

be used together. Furthermore, one interviewee (ACA1) recommended the WCO MRA 

Guidelines and the WCO MRA Strategy Guide as essential starting guides, “specifically for 

those who are new”, to facilitate MRA negotiations and to achieve more MRAs. Note also 

that no nationally specific guidelines for MRA negotiations were identified when 

conducting the interviews and survey with research participants. 

Regarding the WCO TIN Guidelines, the WCO launched this guide to harmonise the use of 

national TIN formats compatible with this guide. Due to the challenges of transnational data 

exchange, the WCO TIN Guidelines were developed to promote a seamless and real-time 

data exchange by implementing a globally unique format for a trader’s identification (WCO, 

2018b). According to interviewee IO1, the WCO TIN Guidelines only provide solutions for 

a customs administration to assign a globally unique identifier to AEOs and for information 

exchange through respective IT systems. This guide, however, does not assist with issues 

about data protection and data integrity which are resolved by different national legislations. 

Interviewee CO5 indicated that upgrading IT systems consistent with the WCO TIN 

Guideline is not straightforward. For example, several customs administrations are not the 

relevant authorities, or they do not have the capability to update the TIN to be compatible 

with the WCO TIN Guidelines. Also, according to CO5, IT systems partially owned by the 

private sector could be an issue, which would be addressed by promoting the private sector 

to update the systems. Because an IT involves a financial cost to AEO companies, they are 

sometimes unwilling to invest in IT changes. In the meantime, interviewees CO3 and PS8 

recommended that MRA partner countries should use new technology, such as blockchain, 

to exchange information to overcome IT issues of data exchange and integrity. They 

indicated that, as a result, greater benefits could be achieved from both data exchange and 

risk management perspectives. 
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3.3.1 MRA preparation phase 

Having established that the WCO MRA Guidelines and the WCO MRA Strategy Guide 

provide instructions for countries in the MRA negotiation stage, in this section, a side-by-

side analysis of the two guides is presented in the context of the three phases of pre-, during 

and post-MRA negotiations. Interviewee CO5 felt that the WCO MRA Guidelines and the 

WCO MRA Strategy Guide are very similar and simply in different formats, while other 

participants (both interviewees and survey respondents) indicated that the WCO MRA 

Strategy Guide is more comprehensive and includes more detail and practical tips than does 

the WCO MRA Guidelines. Table 5.5 compares the WCO MRA Guidelines and the WCO 

MRA Strategy Guide in relation to the MRA preparation phase. 

Table 5.5 

Comparison of Steps in the WCO MRA Guidelines and WCO MRA Strategy Guide 

(Preparation Phase) 

WCO MRA Guidelines WCO MRA Strategy Guide 

- Appropriate level of commitment 

for achieving MRAs in customs 

administrations 

Seeking political will (supported by national 

interests, for example, a priority partner, 

existing CMAA, invitations) 

Build up high-level internal commitment 

within organisations 

- Assessment of compatibility of 

prospective partners’ AEO 

programs with the SAFE 

Framework 

Assessment of compatibility of prospective 

partners’ AEO programs with the SAFE 

Framework 

 Undertake an analysis of bilateral trade 

between prospective partners 

Checking any existing CMAA  

Allocation of appropriate resources (human, 

time and financial) 

Identify the existence of fully operational 

AEO programs of prospective partners 

Prepare operational conditions (e.g. a joint -

work plan and IT infrastructure) 

MRA training to validators/auditors/frontline 

officers 

Source: Author, based on data from WCO (2011a, 2018c). 

Table 5.5 shows that more practical steps are presented in the WCO MRA Strategy Guide, 

regarding the preparation phase prior to commencement of MRA negotiations compared to 

the WCO MRA Guidelines. Although these steps in the preparation phase appear to be 

relevant and straightforward, MRA negotiators and experts in this study would like to see 

further explanations or even additions to such steps, for example, creation of an ‘MRA wish 
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list’ and expressing or accepting invitations for MRA negotiations. MRA negotiators and 

experts also suggested several steps be added to the preparation phase, such as MRAs as a 

project, and engagement with industry and the MRA lobby. Although the WCO MRA 

Guidelines and the WCO MRA Strategy Guide have the same feature, the assessment of 

compatibility of prospective partners’ AEO programs with the WCO SAFE Framework, it is 

more appropriate that this step should be in the MRA negotiation phase. This is because at 

this early stage, information about prospective partners’ AEO programs, especially the 

actual implementation of such programs, may be still uncertain, while the many activities 

required to prepare a MRA strategy, or a priority list of potential MRA partners, are 

important at this stage. 

The purpose of creating an MRA wish list is so that a country can target several prospective 

countries with which it would like to have an MRA. Many participants mentioned that 

prospective countries should be the major or important trading partners. Interviewee CO2 

provided an example from their country that an initial priority list contains up to 20 trading 

partners, which are selected by using export value to determine the top 20 export markets. 

CO2 emphasised that the major trading partners identified for MRA negotiation should be 

beneficial for the country and that the negotiations should be achievable. Other participants 

suggested that the wish list or priority list of prospective MRA countries should use other 

parameters besides bilateral trade, such as operational AEO programs, non-tariff barriers, 

and AEO companies' feedback. 

Such MRA wish lists need to be fulfilled by completing an analysis for choosing major 

trading partners. If prospective countries are not major trading partners, several interviewees 

stated that there must be political reasons for choosing them. The analysis must the justify 

and identify the mutual benefits that would result from an MRA, other than factors such as 

economic size, export volume, and bilateral trade. Interviewee IO3 gave an example of 

mutual benefits in which economic factors such as economic size and export volume would 

not be the case, that is, where there is an imbalance between a country with, for example, 

10,000 AEO companies and another with 150 AEO companies. 

Interviewees indicated that countries must be well prepared if they want many MRAs. Such 

countries need to prepare their wish list based on maximisation of the MRA benefits for 

their AEO programs. As further commented by ACA1, the wish list should be regularly 

reviewed as the MRAs are concluded. 
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The WCO MRA Strategy Guide mentions invitations for MRA negotiations; however, such 

invitations aim to acquire political support for initiating MRA negotiations. The guide does 

not clearly explain how to express interest or accept such invitations, but the interviews with 

research participants assisted in this regard. When countries express their interest in MRA 

negotiations with others, they may appear to adopt a proactive approach to achieving MRAs 

because of particular reasons, such as facilitating large export markets or the improvement 

of risk management. Aside from being proactive, several countries, and even the EU, have 

received many invitations because they could benefit the inviters. As suggested by several 

negotiators, the acceptance or not of such invitations can be a hard choice. Regarding 

invitations, participants with experience indicated that they could be made personally (by 

the Director-General or Commissioner of Customs), followed by a Letter of Intent, or 

formally, through diplomatic channels, such as overseas representative offices or the 

Embassy in foreign countries. 

In addition to those steps recommended by the WCO MRA Guidelines and the WCO MRA 

Strategy Guide, participants added further steps, namely early engagement with industry and 

possibly MRA lobbying. The knowledge and experience of the private sector could help 

negotiators better prepare for the MRA negotiation phase. If countries prioritise to have 

MRAs with other prospective partners, they should treat the MRA preparation phase 

carefully. These initial steps would the yield more productive and effective outcomes in the 

latter phase of MRA negotiations. MRAs should be regarded as major projects like the 

development of AEO programs, which needs a holistic strategy from governments. Other 

elements, such as the necessary tools and sufficient resources, should be carefully taken into 

consideration to ensure the best negotiation outcomes from such an exhaustive project. 

To summarise, it was found that the preparation phase is a very important part of the MRA 

development process. Once a country has a well-prepared MRA project with appropriate 

strategies, together with a proactive approach, later negotiations will proceed more quickly. 

Good preparation could also help build trust regarding the partners’ AEO program 

verification, and control measures. 

3.3.2 MRA negotiation phase 

The WCO MRA Guidelines and the WCO MRA Strategy Guide were also compared in the 

context of the MRA negotiation phase. Both similarities and differences are highlighted in 

Table 5.6. 



 

121 

 

Table 5.6 

Comparison of Steps in the MRA Guidelines and WCO MRA Strategy Guide (MRA 

Negotiation Phase) 

MRA Guidelines WCO MRA Strategy Guide 

 To establish the negotiation process and 

discuss expectations (for example, the 

scope for the negotiation, timeframes, 

designating roles, evaluation 

mechanisms, communication) 

To decide at an early stage about the 

legal ground for MRA text (for example, 

agreement or arrangement, types of MRA 

benefits) 

Comparison of benefits and conditions Programs comparison (compatibility and 

reciprocity) Determination of equivalence with 

prospective partners’ programs or gap 

analysis (legislation, procedures, standards, 

and guidelines) 

Necessary actions to close those gaps and 

resolve possible issues concerning privacy 

and data protection 

On-site joint validation audits Site validation observations 

Joint visits to observe partners’ program 

implementation and exchange best 

practices 

Preparation of procedures at the legal level 

(for example, legal framework) and 

operational level (for example, data 

exchange, a pilot phase, point of contact) 

To exchange initial draft text for legal 

review and amendments 

Set up a mechanism for the 

implementation phase (for example, 

governance, operation and maintenance of 

an MRA) 

To outline a clear plan for the 

implementation of the MRA (timelines, 

expectations) 

Source: Author, based on data from WCO (2011a, 2018c) 

It can be seen from Table 5.6 that although the WCO MRA Strategy Guide suggests more 

steps than the WCO MRA Guidelines, the latter also seems to have more operational detail 

in each step than the former. According to survey respondents, the benefit of the WCO 

MRA Strategy Guide is that it outlines strategic issues and goals, while the WCO MRA 

Guidelines are more operational and focus on implementation and problem-solving. 

According to one interviewee, their country has used both the WCO MRA Guidelines and 

the WCO MRA Strategy Guide, and do not rely on any other guidelines. However, detailed 

procedures, based on the WCO MRA Guidelines and the WCO MRA Strategy Guide, have 

been developed in several countries, such as Canada, Singapore, Morocco, the UAE and 
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Bahrain, as illustrated by the WCO (2019). For example, Singapore focuses on four 

fundamental areas: a side-by-side paper comparison, joint site validation, MRA text 

negotiation and signing of the MRA text, and MRA implementation. In the meantime, 

Argentina developed six phases in each action plan, including comparing the AEO 

programs, joint validations, identification of benefits, analysis of procedures, definition of 

indicators and conclusion of the MRA text. 

Interviewee CO7 considered MRA negotiations as a critical conversation, in which a 

negotiating party would need to know its partners, what they are doing and what they are 

using to monitor their AEO program. Other participants shared other subjects in their MRA 

negotiations, such as the current implementation of the AEO programs, data confidentiality, 

exchange of information, and identifying an AEO and the TIN. Some participants indicated 

that MRA negotiations often commence with discussions between the two parties on an 

action plan, which should be agreed upon and signed. This action plan guides the work of 

the parties’ negotiation teams. 

Some difficulties may arise when the MRA negotiations enter into a comparison of AEO 

programs, which may relate to legislation differences, such as protecting personal data and 

compliance with the WCO SAFE Framework. An interviewee also warned of the 

consequence of insufficient resources allocated in the MRA negotiation phase, which would 

prolong MRA negotiations. 

3.3.3 MRA implementation phase 

Guidance on MRA implementation is provided in the WCO MRA Guidelines and the WCO 

MRA Strategy Guide. The features of MRA implementation are identified and compared in 

Table 5.7. 

Table 5.7 

Comparison of Steps in the MRA Guidelines and WCO MRA Strategy Guide (MRA 

Implementation Phase) 

The MRA Guidelines The WCO MRA Strategy Guide 

 To follow up MRA implementation 

timelines 

To manage each party’s expectations 

that were expressed in the MRA 

negotiation process 

To recognise and understand the MRA 

parties’ IT and legal systems (for 

example, AEO identifiers, procedures of 
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The MRA Guidelines The WCO MRA Strategy Guide 

AEO recognition, benefits, 

transparency, privacy and data 

protection, notification protocols, 

communication, MRA training) 

MRA maintenance (communication for 

exchanging AEO lists and program 

status, for example, updates or changes 

to the AEO policies or procedures) 

To maintain regular observations of 

each other’s validation process 

Implementation of review cycles to assess 

the impact of MRAs against agreed 

objectives. Customs administrations should 

consult the AEOs impacted by the MRA, 

before the review process, to ensure that 

their input is reflected. 

Both parties review periodically to 

enhance the MRA 

Source: Author, based on data from WCO (2011a, 2018c). 

Table 5.7 shows that the WCO MRA Strategy Guide provides more detail in the steps of 

MRA implementation than the WCO MRA Guidelines. Furthermore, the WCO MRA 

Strategy Guide promotes the follow-up process and each party’s expectations as agreed by 

both sides’ negotiation team. It also indicates that the respective parties’ IT and legal 

systems that were negotiated and concluded in MRAs need to be fully understood and 

recognised by each party. 

The MRA implementation phase is sometimes discussed and specified in the action plan. 

However, it cannot be very detailed until parties negotiate the actual implementation 

provisions of the MRAs. From the model MRA texts in the WCO MRA Strategy Guide and 

a published EU-Japan MRA text (EC-Japan Joint Committee, 2010), it is apparent that a 

mechanism for MRA maintenance, regular observations of each other’s validation process 

and periodic review of the MRA should be negotiated and specified in MRAs. Those 

mechanisms in MRA texts should ideally include detailed implementation steps that would 

foster activities in the implementation phase, such as exchanging further information, swift 

communication, consultation and review, and other provisions (for example, 

commencement, suspension and termination). As part of the consultation and review 

processes, parties to the MRA also need to conduct a regular impact assessment or analysis 

against agreed objectives and expectations. They should also develop key performance 

indicators for use in such review processes. Therefore, in the MRA implementation phase, 

the concluded MRA needs to be managed and monitored to meet both parties’ objectives 
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and expectations. As mentioned by an interviewee (ACA1), the signing of the MRA is only 

half of the equation; the other half is effective MRA implementation. 

In addition, the full texts of MRAs should be available to the public. This activity illustrates 

governments’ engagement with the private sector and provides instructions to the trading 

community by publicising details of the MRAs in effect. It also aims to provide effective 

MRA monitoring and ensure greater transparency. Surprisingly, the texts of published 

MRAs texts were found only from the EU’ official websites and in EU legislation, but 

several sensitive parts were cut, for example, risk indicators. Two interviewees from the 

negotiator group also confirmed this, and agreed that future MRA texts should be made 

publicly available. 

Meanwhile, interviewees from the private sector challenged whether transparency has in 

fact been achieved if MRA texts are not publicly available, although they understood that 

some information is security related and could not be released. Other information, however, 

such as benefits and ongoing MRA negotiations and their status, should be made available 

to the industry as they need this information for business planning purposes. 

There were a few responses to the question of why MRA texts were not published. Several 

interviewees explained that the MRA texts were not disclosed because countries are bound 

by their counterparts' requirements. Other reasons include that MRA texts containing 

sensitive information, subject to future modification, or merely reflect a regular practice of 

not publicising international agreements. Several negotiators acknowledged that only few 

MRA texts are available in the public domain. Nevertheless, there have been 

recommendations to further publicise MRA texts as they would promote those concluded 

MRA texts, provide more transparency and facilitate MRA implementation. Some 

information contained in concluded MRAs, such as MRA benefits and current status, is 

essential to international traders, although they would be less interested in other information 

like exchanging information and dispute resolution procedures. 

4. Factors impacting the negotiation of MRAs 

In this section thematic analysis is applied to the other themes identified in Table 5.4, that is, 

political factors, regulatory factors, organisational factors, technical factors, economic 

factors and psychological factors. 
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4.1 Political factors 

The theme ‘political factors’ includes the sub-themes ‘political will’, ‘national sovereignty’, 

‘non-tariff barriers’, ‘import clearance time’, ‘political ties’, ‘geopolitical considerations’ and 

‘MRA lobbying’. 

4.1.1 Political will 

As discussed in the literature review, political will is regarded by Abazović and Mujkić 

(2015, p. 90) as the intention, desire or commitment of political actors to work on “all 

phases of the process of preparation and implementation of a policy”, such as government 

initiatives, choice of policy, public commitment and allocation of resources, continuity of 

effort and monitoring of implementation. Among the three relevant MRA tools, it was found 

that only the WCO MRA Strategy Guide suggested potential MRA partners seek to have 

‘political will’ for the success of MRA negotiations (WCO, 2018c). According to the WCO 

(2018c), in order to have political will, a country’s potential MRA partners should be in its 

MRA priority list and any form of CCAs exist between these countries. 

In the interviews, participants indicated that lack of political will result in MRA negotiation 

issues. For example, interviewee ACA1 stated that proper resources could not be allocated 

for such MRA negotiation if political will is lacking, especially human and financial 

resources. Therefore, these interviewees indicated that political will is a genuine factor that 

has a significant impact on MRA negotiations. According to interviewees ACA3 and CO6, 

‘political will’ seems to be the most important factor and even the only factor in some 

countries when these countries have MRA negotiations, regardless of lacking other factors, 

for example, insufficient bilateral trade. Similarly, an MRA lead negotiator (CO3), based on 

his country’s experience, confirmed that ‘political will’ is one of the main factors that can 

affect the negotiations. 

Furthermore, interviewees explained the importance of ‘political will’ on MRA negotiations 

and the development of regional MRA initiatives. Interviewee IO3 said that ‘political will’ 

is the reason to expedite or delay the conclusion of MRAs. A negotiator (CO6), speaking 

from her MRA experience, provided the example that the EU-Australia MRA negotiation 

took a long time because of political reasons. CO6 said: “Australia was first interested in, 

then not interested anymore for political reasons, but later became interested again.” 

Interviewee ACA2 provided a context to explain further why ‘political will’ affects the 
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duration of MRA negotiations, as mentioned by interviewees IO3 and CO6. The duration of 

MRA negotiations could be lengthy because of a term change of governments and 

subsequently ‘political will’ could increase or decrease. 

Interviewee ACA1 explained how a country uses ‘political will’: if it exists a good MRA 

strategy is devised and resources, especially human resources, are sufficiently allocated to 

conduct as many MRAs as possible. In the meantime, CO7 recommended that an MRA 

strategy should address the policy objective of the government. Once priorities are 

addressed, the MRA strategy becomes relevant and gains supports. Interviewee CO7 

emphasised that “if your program addresses key priorities, there will be a [sic] political 

will.” 

Interviewees also provided their opinions about the selection of MRA partners and the role 

of ‘political will’ for multilateral MRAs. An MRA negotiator (CO5) noted that ‘political 

will’ becomes more important when a country that is chosen as a potential MRA partner 

does not have a large trading base with the initiating country. Meanwhile, interviewee 

ACA1 commented that ‘political will’ is a prerequisite for developing regional programs 

and “if there's no political will, it's almost impossible” for countries to pursue a multilateral 

MRA initiative. 

4.1.2 National sovereignty 

National sovereignty is stated by Steinberg (2013, p. 68) as the power or the authority of a 

nation to control its internal matters without foreign interference (such as making, 

executing, and applying laws) and protecting its independence, territory and political 

structure. In this study, four research participants indicated that ‘national sovereignty’ is a 

genuine factor. Interviewee ACA3 stated that the MRA negotiation between China and the 

US has not been concluded because China has not allowed the US officers to perform 

inspections in China. Meanwhile, interviewee ACA1 commented that the issue of ‘national 

sovereignty’ emerges when there is a need to change the national legislation of a party 

before the MRA negotiation proceeds further. 

Furthermore, several interviewees indicated that there is a connection between ‘national 

sovereignty’ and ‘trust’. Interviewees ACA1 and IO1 confirmed that ‘national sovereignty’ 

relates to ‘trust’ but believed that national sovereignty was not removed when a country 

signed MRAs with other partners. The implementation of MRAs is based on trust to 
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recognise the partners’ AEO application, validation and authorisation processes, and aims to 

remove the duplication of validation and controls. Meanwhile, control measures and risk 

management are not eliminated, which was explained by an example from participant IO1: 

when the non-compliance of overseas AEOs is recognised, a country still has full powers to 

take all possible action. In practical terms, IO1’s comment is seemingly highlighted by 

Provision 3, Article 4 of the EU-China MRA (Customs Cooperation Committee, 2014), as it 

indicates: 

3. Each Customs Authority shall retain the authority to suspend the benefits provided 

to Programme Members of the other Customs Authority's Programme under this 

Decision. Such suspension of benefits by one Customs Authority shall be reasoned 

and promptly communicated to the other Customs Authority for consultation and 

proper assessment. 

When a country does not have sufficient trust in the status of AEO companies and the 

control measures of the prospective MRA partners, then this country will want to use its 

‘national sovereignty’ as a reason for maintaining full border controls. According to ACA1, 

‘national sovereignty’ in this context “affects to [sic] or influence [sic] MRA negotiations” 

and means that this country is not yet mature enough to negotiate an MRA. However, some 

negotiators indicated that they have not considered the issue of ‘national sovereignty’ in 

their past MRA negotiations. 

4.1.3 Non-tariff barriers 

NTBs include technical standards and regulations exercised by agencies at the border, which 

affects the movement of cross-border goods. According to interviewees, NTBs are a genuine 

factor that impacts the negotiation of MRAs because there is a relationship between NTBs 

and trade facilitation, in which traders have to manage and maintain compliance with NTBs. 

For example, interviewee CO7 indicated that the management of NTBs and international 

traders’ compliance with NTBs affectd MRA negotiations. 

Several interviewees provided diverse opinions about how NTBs affect MRA negotiations. 

Interviewee ACA2 agreed that NTBs is a genuine factor and indicated that NTBs are 

currently more popular than tariffs and their presence makes MRA negotiations difficult. 

Meanwhile, interviewee ACA3 said that other border agencies’ requirements result in many 

issues for MRAs but did not clarify these issues. A lead MRA negotiator (CO2) supported 

the comments of ACA2 and ACA3 and clarified that MRAs only address clearance process 

in customs, but do not affect NTBs or address clearance processes in other border agencies, 
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such as quarantine or food safety issues. Therefore, according to ACA3, the implication 

from the many NTBs in place is that traders do not often realise the MRA benefits, or these 

NTBs make the MRA benefits non-existent for the traders. This is because MRAs only 

cover the customs clearance process while the goods are still subject to the control of other 

border agencies. Another implication, added by interviewee CO2, is the difficulty in 

identifying AEOs and granting facilitation benefits to these eligible AEOs when many 

agencies control the border. 

Participant IO1 explained further how NTBs negatively affect the negotiation of MRAs: 

The only aspect we are trying to address is to remove some non-tariff barriers or 

simplify certain procedures ... But an MRA will not necessarily address non-tariff 

barriers, the complexity of clearance procedures, and the requirement of a 

multiplicity of documents. So, if you sign an MRA and there remain several non-

tariff barriers then AEOs or consignments of AEOs may not be expedited in the 

other country. So, I do feel that if there are many non-tariff barriers, and if the 

country is not ready to remove or simplify them, then MRAs may not be successful. 

On the other hand, an MRA negotiator (CO5) indicated that there is also a positive side to 

NTBs for the negotiation of MRAs. They mean that a country is a big market with many 

NTBs, with whom another country’s AEO companies would be required to have MRAs for 

facilitating trade. Interviewee ACA1 also supported this comment by affirming that some 

countries maintain NTBs, such as certificates of conformity, licences and permits, in which 

case an MRA could be a useful means to remove those NTBs for AEO companies. If NTBs 

are not completely removed, ACA1 suggested several ways of reducing their effects, such 

as one permit for each consignment or one certificate that is valid for a year. A practical 

example of the effectiveness of MRAs against NTBs was provided by an MRA negotiator 

(CO2): China has many NTBs in its clearance procedures and the MRA between his country 

and China helped reduce the import clearance time by 50%. 

Meantime, interviewee ACA1 acknowledged that MRAs has both positive and negative 

influences on NTBs. ACA1 stated: 

In one way, the problem is not customs, but other agencies, then, of course, they can 

have an impact on the MRAs. On the other hand, we've also seen examples where 

these countries are now starting to involve the other agencies in the MRAs. Then, of 

course, it has a positive impact on MRAs. If there is a problem with other agencies 

and non-tariff barriers, it could be the driver for having an MRA with that country. 

The country with those non-tariff barriers needs to be willing to include them in the 

AEO program and the MRA. 
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Several interviewees had different opinions about the stage at which NTBs affect MRA 

negotiations. Interviewees CO3 and ACA3 commented that NTBs would not be considered 

within MRA negotiations but in the implementation of MRAs to grant benefits. Meanwhile, 

interviewees CO4 and ACA1 indicated that NTBs should be considered prior to the MRA 

negotiation phase to develop a priority list of prospective MRA partners. We believe that 

both views are reasonable. Prior to MRA negotiations, MRA negotiation teams should 

gather intelligence and gain feedback from importers and exporters regarding NTBs to 

determine the priority list for MRA negotiations. In the MRA implementation phase, the 

feedback of AEO companies about granting MRA benefits would provide information for 

MRA negotiation teams to review the implementation of MRAs. 

4.1.4 Import clearance time 

Import clearance time is regarded as the amount of time that it takes to clear import goods 

through customs and border agencies. The literature identified that this factor impacts MRA 

negotiations (Kim, 2017; Lee & Shao, 2014). In this study, interviewees were asked whether 

this is a genuine factor and how this factor impacts the negotiation of MRAs. 

Most interviewees from the private sector indicated that when an MRA exists, they enjoy 

faster clearance for their importing customers as well as being able to promote their 

business. However, according to interviewee IO2 from an international organisation, the 

import clearance time is short for AEO companies because it depends on the companies’ 

AEO status and compliance record and not solely on MRAs. Therefore, these participants 

indicated that ‘import clearance time’ does not affect MRA negotiations. 

However, interviewee CO2 indicated that it is a genuine factor, which has a connection with 

non-tariff barriers. CO2 provided an example that his country considers China a trading 

partner, which has customs clearance procedures containing many NTBs. With an MRA 

concluded between China and his country, import clearance time in China has reduced by 

50%. Meanwhile, interviewee ACA1 was more supportive of the factor of ‘import clearance 

time’, but he explained that ‘import clearance time’ is related to other issues from other 

border agencies, for example services, treatment, waiting time and bottlenecks within these 

agencies. 

The import clearance time is also regarded as a parameter at the MRA implementation 

phase. It should be included in the private sector's feedback from the consultation meeting 
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between customs and the private sector. Interviewee ACA1 explained that feedback from 

the private sector regarding ‘import clearance time’ should be reviewed and if import 

clearance time is not improved, it should be discussed with the MRA partners when the 

parties meet to review their MRA. 

4.1.5 Political ties 

In the interviews, participants also indicated that other factors impact the negotiation of 

MRAs, such as political ground, political interest, political relations, political cooperation, 

political ties, friendly relationships between countries, and diplomatic relations. However, it 

was identified that these expressions all have a similar meaning to explain the ‘political ties’ 

between two or more countries (for example, regional or trading blocs). Interviewee ACA1 

stated that the political ties could be attributed to bilateral or multilateral relationships (for 

example, relationships among key trading partners or countries with geographical interests), 

which provide more economic or political benefits from their relationships to each other. 

Three other interviewees indicated that ‘political ties’ is an important factor impacting the 

negotiation of MRAs. These interviewees also considered ‘political ties’ between countries 

as a reason for countries to have MRAs with others. Interviewee ACA3 said that MRAs are 

concluded based on political ties (for example, enhanced bilateral relationships) because 

some countries have an MRA with another country for political reasons. In other words, a 

country wants to have an MRA with another with whom they have good relations or with 

whom it wants to have good relations. According to ACA3, MRA negotiations may be 

based upon how desirable a country sees the other country as a partner due to these political 

relations. 

Having agreed with ACA3, negotiators CO6 and CO5 also asserted that political ties play an 

important role in the selection of MRA partners, especially those with limited resources for 

MRA negotiations. Interviewee CO5 noted that a country cannot initiate MRAs with every 

other country at the same time. Meanwhile, interviewee CO6 provided the example that the 

EU received more invitations from other countries than were sent so it used a political and 

economic basis to decide whether to accept some of the invitations. CO6 noted that the 

MRA negotiations the EU had with the US, Japan and China are mainly based on political 

decisions as well as political interests. 

Although interviewee CO6 mentioned the economic and political basis for accepting 

invitations for MRA negotiations, both interviewee CO6 and CO5 pointed out the 
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connection between the economic and political basis in creating political preferences, which 

could have more impact on choosing MRA partners. Interviewee CO5 indicated that a 

country could use political preference as a basis for MRAs with major trading partners, 

while no trade between two countries means there is no incentive to spend money and time 

on an MRA. Furthermore, according to interviewee CO5, it would be a very rare political 

decision for a country to have an MRA with another with whom they have no trade 

incentives or economic interests. 

4.1.6 Geopolitical considerations 

In this study, ‘geopolitical considerations’ (for example, bilateral and regional relationships, 

common land border, and political instability) is identified as one of the factors impacting 

MRA negotiations, although this factor was not identified from the existing literature. 

According to interviewee CO6, ‘geopolitical considerations’ has an important role to play in 

such negotiations because an MRA based on geopolitical considerations could be beneficial 

for countries, together with economic and political reasons. Meanwhile, interviewee ACA3 

emphasised that regional relationships could influence countries in the same region to adopt 

a bilateral or regional MRA approach. Furthermore, several interviewees explained how 

regional ties impact the negotiation of MRAs. According to CO6, the MRAs of EU-

Switzerland and EU-Norway show close economic ties because Switzerland and Norway 

are surrounded by European Union member states. Having agreed with CO6, two other 

interviewees, ACA3 and CO5, asserted that where common land borders exist, many 

economic benefits for the EU are generated because of the MRAs with Switzerland and 

Norway. However, interviewees CO5 and CO6 acknowledged that the EU-Switzerland and 

EU-Norway MRAs are different types of MRAs, based on economic reasons, not on reasons 

of security. 

In addition, common land borders among countries in a region could provide a reason, or 

make it preferable, for countries to have MRAs with each other. According to interviewee 

CO5, when countries have a common land border, they enjoy other benefits that are not only 

economic, such as border compliance, security and anti-smuggling. Interviewee CO5 

provided an example of how the choice of MRA partners is influenced by a common land 

border. CO5 explained that Brazil and Uruguay have a common land border, so these 

countries focused immediately on two AEO programs and tried to conclude an MRA 

because it is important for them when their AEOs enjoy reciprocal benefits over their 
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borders. Having agreed with CO5, interviewee ACA2 added an example that it seems more 

natural for Brazil to have MRAs with neighbouring countries, such as Uruguay, Argentina 

and Chile, because of common interests regarding cross-border trade and security. Similarly, 

interviewee CO5 also used the MRA between the US and Canada as an example, as these 

two countries have a common land border and their MRA generates many benefits for many 

certified companies. 

Interviewees recommended that a country should initiate MRAs with neighbouring 

countries, instead of trying to initiate MRAs with big economies. Interviewee IO1 indicated 

that MRA negotiations with neighbouring countries are a good option because some 

neighbouring countries may have compatible AEO programs and similar criteria which 

could make MRA negotiations faster. Similarly, interviewee IO2 stated that a country 

should make MRA negotiations with neighbouring countries a high priority. 

Meanwhile, some interviewees asserted that the selection of MRA partners must consider 

the effects of difficult regional politics. Interviewee CO2 provided the example that 

sometimes a country has to negotiate an MRA with China before Taiwan. However, CO2 

did not provide further reasons for this claim. A survey respondent provided a similar 

example where Afghanistan and Pakistan do not cooperate politically so that MRAs are 

completely dependent upon regional politics. Interviewee ACA2 stated that political 

instability affects all kinds of international agreements including MRAs. According to 

ACA2, political instability simply reflects the unstable political environment of a particular 

nation, such as excessive changes in government. 

4.1.7 MRA lobbying 

Harstad and Svensson (2011, p. 46) noted that lobbying is often the form of using campaign 

contributions or strategic provision of information to influence or change existing rules or 

policies. Prior studies have not discussed MRA lobbying as a factor impacting MRA 

negotiations. In this study, four interviewees from the private sector suggested that MRA 

lobbying is a factor impacting the negotiation of MRAs. Three interviewees indicated that 

they have participated in several forums with Customs to discuss policy, but did not confirm 

the practice of MRA lobbying. An interviewee from the private sector in a high-level 

position in a multinational company acknowledged that his company’s branches conduct 

MRA lobbying worldwide but declined to provide further details. 
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It could be argued that the practice of MRA lobbying is hard to identify or differentiate from 

other practices, such as consultations. However, if there was a regulation regarding lobbying 

practice in place, MRA lobbying could exist. The international trading community, 

specifically AEO companies and AEO associations, could undertake this practice to ask 

customs administrations to initiate MRAs with countries where they have export markets. 

4.2 Regulatory factors 

The theme ‘regulatory factors’ includes ‘SAFE compliance’, ‘AEO program scope’, ‘AEO 

program focus’ and ‘dispute resolution procedures’, ‘form of selective agreements’, ‘AEO 

memberships’, ‘customs cooperative agreements’ and ‘coordinated border management’. 

4.2.1 SAFE compliance 

It is clearly evident from the prior literature that if national AEO programs show any 

divergence from, or incompatibility with, the SAFE Framework standards, the achievement 

of MRAs is reduced. The examination of documents found that the WCO MRA Guidelines 

suggested potential MRA partners assess the compliance of AEO programs with the WCO 

SAFE Framework in their MRA negotiations (WCO, 2011a). From the interviews with 

research participants in the current study, which made it clearer that SAFE compliance is a 

genuine factor affecting MRA negotiations. 

Many interviewees reported that lack of SAFE compliance and a gap in different levels of 

operational performance of the AEO programs are common challenges in the negotiation of 

MRAs. According to ACA2, such non-compliance negatively affects the MRA negotiations. 

MRA negotiations become challenging because all parties in the negotiations must have 

AEO programs with similar criteria and comply with the SAFE Framework, as well as the 

maturity of AEO programs. Therefore, research participants agreed that compliance is a key 

factor to consider in the MRA negotiation phase, such as comparing AEO programs. 

An MRA negotiator (CO5) indicated that when an AEO program has adequate security 

provisions, it complies with the SAFE Framework standards. According to ACA2, when a 

country’s AEO program is not compliant with the SAFE Framework, this legacy AEO 

program has to be rebuilt or modernised to produce the next version of the AEO program. 

The importance of compliance was also acknowledged because it directly affects MRA 

negotiations. Interviewee CO7 stated that MRA negotiations regarding SAFE compliance 

are probably similar to discussing compatibility and alignment of AEO programs. CO7 
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continued that it is not easy to conclude an MRA unless a list of security provisions is 

compatible with each other’s AEO programs. Having agreed with CO7, interviewee ACA2 

said that if the AEO program is not fully compliant with the WCO SAFE Framework and 

the WCO’s guidelines, it may affect the MRA negotiations negatively. 

Therefore, SAFE compliance is considered a fundamental basis for successful MRA 

negotiations. According to interviewee IO1, the compliance’ requirements could include 

criteria (for example, compliance requirement and financial solvency), types of benefits and 

types of operators. However, all of the security criteria are the most important and decisive. 

For countries starting their first MRA, IO1 also suggested that they select some of their 

neighbouring countries with compatible AEO programs for quick and successful MRAs. 

4.2.2 AEO program focus 

As discussed in the literature review, the focus of AEO programs (AEO program focus) 

means adopting trade compliance provisions or security provisions or both in national AEO 

programs. Practically, AEO programs worldwide have been either security-focused or 

compliance-focused (see WCO, 2019). Regarding the relevant tools, the WCO MRA 

Guidelines indicate that the focus of AEO programs is an issue in MRA negotiation because 

AEO programs have been developed and implemented very differently around the world 

(WCO, 2011a). In the meantime, the WCO MRA Strategy Guide suggests that potential 

MRA partners’ AEO programs need to have minimum security standards set out in the 

WCO SAFE Framework. In addition, a partner is also required to meet the other’s security 

standards and vice versa (WCO, 2018c). 

In this research, interviewees indicated that it may be a challenge if MRA negotiations occur 

between countries who are security-focused and other partners with a compliance-focus. 

Interviewee CO6, from her experience, stated that the EU’ s AEO program initially focused 

on trade compliance and financial solvency so that it was not interested by other countries, 

that had security-focused AEO programs. An interview with an MRA negotiator (CO5) was 

obtained to explain the features of compliance-focused programs that are different from 

security-focused programs. CO5 said that compliance-focused programs have different 

requirements, for example, financial viability, the quality of customs declarations, record 

keeping, logistical records, audit trails and automated systems, and that no security 

requirements exist in these programs. 
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On the other hand, interviewee ACA3 discussed a situation in the US where the adoption of 

supply chain security has been different to some of the other countries. This is because the 

C-TPAT focuses on supply chain security and imports only, compliance or revenue 

collection have never been indicated. In explaining the differences in AEO program focus, 

interviewee ACA1 said that after the launch of the C-TPAT, other WCO member countries 

started to develop compliance-focused programs or AEO compliance programs. However, 

according to ACA1, these AEO compliance programs do not have AEO security and safety 

or lack security provisions. Therefore, as confirmed by several MRA negotiators, this could 

present a challenge to MRA negotiations because their countries only express their intention 

to negotiate MRAs with others that have compatible AEO programs. 

Due to these differences, some interviewees agreed that AEO program focus is a genuine 

factor and they also explained how it affects the negotiation of MRAs. The interviewees 

stated that countries could prioritise their focus on either supply chain security or trade 

compliance. For example, CO6 explained that the EU initially selected a compliance 

program. Furthermore, a comment was gained from an MRA lead negotiator (CO1) that the 

focus of AEO programs is one of the factors to be considered, however, he would lean 

towards trade facilitation, rather than security. However, suppose an MRA negotiation 

occurs between a security-focused AEO program and an AEO compliance-focused program. 

In such an MRA negotiation, interviewee CO7 questioned how a country with an AEO 

compliance program can recognise AEO companies from countries with security-focused 

programs because no security measures are adopted in the AEO compliance program. 

Other countries are under the misconception that when a country has a security-focused 

AEO program it is purely for the facilitation of trade. According to IO2, this situation could 

cause difficulties for matching AEO programs. Indeed, several interviewees stated that the 

negotiating parties’ concepts of AEO programs and security measures need to be identical. 

Otherwise, their MRA negotiations may struggle and it is unlikely the negotiations will 

move forward. Interviewee IO1 stated that countries with AEO compliance programs cannot 

have MRAs because AEO programs are required to fully comply with the WCO SAFE 

Framework or must contain security components. Similarly, interviewee CO7 said that if 

two countries do not agree on the AEO program focus, for example, the security provisions, 

they will not able to conclude an MRA negotiation. 
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When asked whether AEO program focus is a vital factor, IO2 agreed. However, IO2 

suggested a solution in which a country with an AEO compliance program needs to 

establishe a security AEO layer in this program. Then, MRAs can be negotiated based on 

only this security layer alone. This solution was supported by ACA1 who said that there is a 

trend in many countries where their AEO compliance programs are modernised to include 

both compliance and security. In the modernised programs, MRA benefits can emerge from 

the compliance aspect. Otherwise, the MRA benefits are very limited if two countries only 

have an MRA based on security. 

It is apparent that two-sided (security and compliance) AEO programs from both negotiation 

parties would facilitate MRA negotiations. Interviewee ACA1 said that the best scenario is 

to have MRAs containing both compliance and security. However, if there are negotiations 

between a two-sided AEO program and an AEO program which has only limited 

compliance and maybe only security, ACA1 suggested that a flexible appendix should be 

added to the potential MRA. In this appendix, each country declares that a country does not 

have compliance to provide MRA benefits to the other country, but once such benefits are 

available in the country, AEO companies from the other country must also benefit. ACA1 

suggests that in this way, countries with limited compliance and maybe only security-

focused AEO programs would be under pressure to further modernise their AEO programs. 

4.2.3 AEO program scope 

The literature review defines, AEO program scope (the scope of AEO programs) as the 

aspect of AEO programs in which they provide priority for export only, import only or both 

export and import. In the examination of MRA tools, the WCO MRA Guidelines indicated 

that the scope of AEO programs is an MRA implementation challenge because some 

countries’ AEO programs cover only imports or exports (WCO, 2011a). In the interviews, 

diverse opinions were obtained, which help explain how this factor impacts the negotiation 

of MRAs. According to interviewees, AEO program scope is an important factor. Therefore, 

it is necessary to understand how AEO program scope impacts MRA negotiations. The 

reason is that the AEO program would not provide any benefits for exporters so MRAs are 

unnecessary. 

Interviewee IO1 highlighted that MRAs are concluded so that AEO exporters are recognised 

by the partner country. If an AEO program is import only or there are no AEO exporters, as 

stated by IO1, “there is no point to have [sic] MRAs.” Meanwhile, interviewee ACA3 
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indicated that an MRA would be easy to achieve between a country that has an export-only 

AEO program and a country that imports the same goods from this AEO exporter, but in 

this case the goods are only going one way. Therefore, some countries set their criteria so 

that they only proceed with MRA partners who have both imports and exports in their AEO 

programs. For example, as indicated by CO5, a partner concluding an MRA with the EU 

must have both imports and exports. 

However, this is not the case for the country that the MRA lead negotiator CO2 represented. 

CO2 indicated that his country’s AEO program is restricted to exports, but the MRAs still 

allow for the recognition of AEO exporters from its MRA partners. As explained by CO2, 

his country’s importers, although they are not part of the AEO program, still benefit by 

importing from other MRA partners’ AEO exporters. Like CO2, interviewee ACA1 also 

supported the one-sided approach of AEO programs, as his quote explains: 

Because the essence of MRAs is, of course, to create a win-win. There are, of 

course, countries where the markets are so large that there could still be a benefit in 

having a one-sided arrangements, such as the US or the EU. 

Several MRAs were concluded where a party has solely import or export AEO program. 

Interviewee CO5 explained that the MRA negotiation between the EU and the US is one of 

these MRAs. The EU aims to facilitate its exports to the US for the AEO companies’ sake, 

while it is not too concerned about imports. Therefore, the two parties found a solution for 

exporters of the US to be eligibly imported in the EU. However, according to ACO5, it is 

better to have MRA negotiations between AEO programs with both imports and exports. 

Meanwhile, interviewee ACA1 stated that we are in a transition period in which MRA 

negotiations are between legacy and newer holistic AEO programs. ACA1 presented the 

solution that AEO programs having only imports or exports must be rebuilt to facilitate 

MRA negotiations. He foresees that in future, one-sided AEO programs will be gradually 

replaced by modern and holistic AEO programs with both imports and exports. 

4.2.4 Dispute resolution procedures 

Although we believe there should be ‘dispute resolution procedures’ established to respond 

to irregularities involving AEO companies from other partners’ programs, the prior 

literature remains unclear to whether these procedures need to be negotiated for MRAs and 

how they affect MRA negotiations. Interviews were conducted in this study to answer such 

questions. 
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Several interviewees were supportive of including ‘dispute resolution procedures’ as one of 

the sections in MRA texts and believed that such procedures could be essential. Interviewee 

CO6 agreed that ‘dispute resolution procedures’ is a factor and need to be covered in MRAs 

so that when data protection rules are not respected, dispute settlement procedures are 

already in place. Having agreed with CO6, another negotiator (CO5) recognised that it is 

very useful and necessary to have processes for a dispute resolution when all MRA 

agreements are witnessed. CO5 also confirmed that one of the MRA’s final sections should 

include ‘dispute resolution procedures’ in which procedures are available to exclude AEO 

companies from enjoying the benefits and for MRA termination. 

On the other hand, negotiator CO2 commented that his country’s MRA texts do not have 

dispute resolution procedures. The MRA texts are consistent with MRA components 

specified in the WCO MRA Strategy Guide, in which each party of the MRA can withdraw 

by written notice within specified time frames. When an AEO company is identified 

performing non-compliant acts, MRA benefits will be removed. 

Several MRA texts do not contain any provisions regarding ‘dispute resolution procedures’ 

as claimed by participant CO2. For example, two MRAs currently in operation are the EU-

Japan MRA and the EU-China MRA and they only have provisions for consultations to 

settle any issues related to these MRAs. The EU-Japan MRA (EC-Japan Joint Committee, 

2010) states in its regulations that, “all issues related to the implementation of this Decision 

are to be settled by consultations between the customs authorities in the framework of the 

JCCC”. Meanwhile, the EU-China MRA (Customs Cooperation Committee, 2014) includes 

the statement “all issues related to the implementation of this Decision shall be settled by 

consultations between the Customs Authorities in the framework of the JCCC.” 

Interviewee ACA1 considered that ‘dispute resolution procedures’ are not a major problem 

but are essential for MRA negotiations. Such procedures are needed for dispute resolution 

between countries, but according to ACA1, countries often have different views about how 

to solve or not solve the disputes. On the other hand, when asked whether ‘dispute 

resolution procedures’ is a factor that impacts MRA negotiations, interviewee IO2 argued 

that this factor would not be considered to a great extent and that it has very limited impact 

on the negotiations. 

MRAs have been recognised as specific bilateral or regional international agreements (and 

not a treaty between two governments). Therefore, ‘dispute resolution procedures’ should 
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also be applied differently. Interviewee IO1 suggested that the procedures should adopt a 

partnership approach or a trust-based partnership approach between governments. This 

approach helps resolve disputes through consultation between partners, instead of legal 

processes. IO1 further highlighted that when any dispute arises (for example, confusion, 

implementation challenges, or when an AEO in one country is not getting benefits in other 

countries), dispute resolution provisions are normally found in a model template. These 

provisions regulate mutual consultations for understanding, rather than any legal arbitration. 

Similarly, interviewee IO3 suggested that countries should conduct joint follow-up 

procedures to resolve disputes in a transparent manner. A survey respondent also suggested 

that the partnership approach would ensure trust between customs authorities, smooth 

exchange of information, and a fast response in case of violations. 

Meanwhile, interviewee ACA1 considered MRAs that have problems with dispute 

resolution procedures are non-working MRAs. In explaining how MRAs become non-

working in this context, ACA1 indicated that a dispute arises when some provisions in the 

MRA, upon which the two countries have agreed, do not work. Next, if the complaints from 

a country are not successfully resolved, according to ACA1, rather than engaging in a 

dispute, the two countries move back to the point where they do not have an MRA. 

However, interviewee ACA1 rated that the issue with ‘dispute resolution procedures’ is 

currently not critical, but will be in future. The reason suggested by ACA1 is that MRAs 

will grow in number with more advanced features. In addition, there will be a change in 

MRA users and the complexity of supply chains, in which violations or problems with 

MRAs will occur more often. Therefore, ‘dispute resolution procedures’ are essential in 

future MRAs. 

4.2.5 Form of selective agreements 

In this study, ‘form of selective agreements’ means the type of proposed agreements, with 

either binding or non-binding provisions, selected by MRA negotiation parties. Prior studies 

have not discussed ‘form of selective agreements’ as one of the factors impacting MRA 

negotiations. However, interviewees asserted that a common challenge in the negotiation of 

MRAs is when two parties cannot agree about the legal basis of such negotiations, which 

can be legally binding (an agreement) or non-binding (an arrangement). Therefore, this 

challenge has some impact on MRA negotiations. Interviewee CO5 indicated that MRAs 

signed by the EU must be binding. On the other hand, interviewee CO2 confirmed that all 
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MRAs which have been signed by his country are not legally binding. Therefore, it is 

argued that when a country has a prerequisite for the form of its selective agreements, either 

binding or non-binding, it could be challenging for both sides to conclude MRAs if its 

prospective MRA partner has the opposite approach. In the EU context, interviewees CO5 

and CO6 stated that the EU’s prerequisite for binding agreements is because MRAs are 

subject to EU customs legislation, in which concluded MRAs are directly applicable in the 

EU member states. According to CO6, if non-binding MRAs were adopted, they would be 

meaningless and would not apply to member states. Having agreed with CO6, participant 

CO5 stated that MRAs need to be binding because the EU has to impose them upon all 28 

member states. 

On the other hand, interviewee CO2 indicated that reasons for his country’s adoption of the 

non-binding approach is attributable to sovereignty and the ability for Customs 

administrations to manage risk. He provided no further explanations. Similarly, interviewee 

ACA3 asserted that sovereignty is one of the reasons the US adopts non-binding 

agreements. However, the reasons claimed by CO2 and ACA3 were cross-checked with 

interviewee CO5 with a question asking whether national sovereignty is related to choosing 

the form of MRAs. Surprisingly, CO5 explained that the selection of binding or non-binding 

agreements is not subject to sovereignty, it is because arrangements (non-binding) are 

simpler and do not require the mandate of politicians to sign arrangements. 

In practice, the EU-US MRA is an excellent example as it was concluded with a binding 

requirement for the EU and a non-binding requirement for the US. According to ACA3, the 

EU required legally binding agreements, while the US asked for a memorandum of 

understanding, instead of entering into binding agreements. If the two sides of the EU-US 

MRA negotiations did not find an appropriate solution for their differences in choosing the 

form of MRAs, the negotiations would have proceeded further. However, as noted by CO5, 

a unique solution was sought to address this challenge which means that the EU-US MRA 

has binding provisions on the EU side but non-binding on the US side. 

4.2.6 AEO memberships 

No prior studies identified ‘AEO memberships’ impacting MRA negotiations. However, 

several interviewees suggested that a country should consider its number of AEO 

memberships compared to their partners’ as well as whether the two sides of the MRA 

negotiations have mutual and balanced benefits. According to interviewee IO1, ‘AEO 
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memberships’ in an AEO program is also an indicator that can be used to compare the AEO 

programs’ maturity. When there is a huge difference in the number of ‘AEO memberships’, 

two countries in an MRA negotiation cannot mutually benefit from the potential MRA. This 

imbalance in AEO memberships then becomes a challenge that needs to be solved by the 

two parties in MRA negotiations. An example was suggested by participant IO1 in which it 

is uncomfortable for a country with only five members in its AEO program to negotiate with 

another country which has 500 members. 

Similarly, interviewee IO3 argued that the imbalance is even more important than other 

factors (such as economics, export volume and bilateral trade) when comparing AEO 

programs. Participant IO3 said: 

For example, when a country that has say 10,000 AEO companies signs an MRA 

with a country that has say 150 AEO companies, I would argue that the business 

(economics, export volume, bilateral trade, etc.) case cannot be made. 

Having agreed with IO1 and IO3, interviewee CO1 confirmed real challenges in the MRA 

negotiations with one of his counterparts concerning the imbalance of AEO memberships 

between two countries. CO1 said: 

The number of Korea AEOs is around 600 -700, including all stakeholders like 

logistics, warehouse, transport, customs broker, importer, exporter whereas [Country 

C] by now has 66 AEOs, but AEO exporters to Korea remain considerably low in 

number…If this MRA is signed, benefits for Korea AEOs will be significant while 

[Country C]’s benefits are small in general. 

However, interviewee CO5 added that it is necessary to consider not only numbers of AEO 

but also other indicators (for example, export volume). CO5 suggested that it is reasonable 

for a country with 20 AEO companies that account for 25% of exports to start MRA 

negotiations. 

Several solutions were suggested in dealing with the imbalance in the number of AEO 

memberships between negotiating parties. Interviewee CO2 indicated that his country had 

an issue when negotiating with China, which had over 30,000 AEO members at that time. 

Subsequently, CO2’s negotiating team presented an approach to reach a balance between 

the two countries. Only the top tier of China's AEOs (around 3360 members) was certified 

for mutual recognition during the MRA joint validations, creating a balance in the AEO 

memberships between CO2’s country and China. Like the approach of CO2, interviewee 

CO1 noted that his negotiating team discussed the development of a common indicator 

system with his counterpart from Korea which would allow two parties’ AEO members to 
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be assessed. From this system, a number of AEOs (around 3–5) were recognised and 

selected by both parties, instead of recognising all the AEOs of both sides. 

4.2.7 Free trade agreements 

According to Urata (2002, p. 21), an FTA is an agreement signed by countries to remove 

trade barriers, such as tariffs and import quotas. From the literature review, an FTA was not 

identified as a factor impacting MRA negotiations. In addition, an FTA also completely 

differs from an MRA because the FTA addresses trade barriers and the MRA is a means of 

mutual recognition of AEO status in other countries with an MRA. Thus, interviewee CO5 

asserted that there is no connection between an FTA and an MRA. However, interviewee 

CO5 agreed that an FTA is considered a facilitator for MRA negotiations because contact 

points in the other administration are available. The reason to not have such a connection is 

that the elements [provisions] contained in an FTA differ from those in an MRA. 

Interviewee CO5 added that it is often more acceptable to have an MRA as a integrated part 

of a customs agreement (for example, a CMAA) than part of an FTA. 

On the other hand, other participants revealed that FTA and MRA could have a potential 

connection. An MRA lead negotiator (CO2) stated that a country often has an FTA with 

other countries before it has an MRA. Those countries that are parties in the FTA could 

have MRA discussions later. Therefore, an extra question was provided to research 

participants to cross-check CO2’s response and several participants agreed with CO2 in this 

matter. For example, a survey respondent noted that an MRA is connected to an FTA if 

provisions contained in the FTA are open for potential MRA negotiations. Meanwhile, 

interviewee PS1 further explained that the rationale for such a connection is that FTA 

negotiations are the logical place where negotiating parties try to solve non-tariff barriers. 

Although the main objective of an FTA is to remove tariffs and import quota, according to 

three survey respondents, it could also provide flexibility for FTA negotiation parties to 

address non-tariff barriers in potential MRAs at a later stage. 

Furthermore, an FTA is often bilaterally or multilaterally concluded among existing or 

potential trading partners. Such an FTA would address issues related to tariffs. Meantime, it 

is also possible that this FTA contains provisions regarding customs cooperation and 

provisions for further discussions of MRAs. Therefore, in this instance, this FTA may help 

to facilitate the negotiation of MRAs because the FTA’s members are trading partners and 

enabling provisions could also be in place for MRA negotiations. 
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4.2.8 Customs cooperative agreements 

Customs cooperative agreements (CCAs) include a Customs Mutual Assistance Agreement 

(CMAA), partnership agreements and trade agreements with customs provisions. These 

agreements, especially the CMAA, allow customs administrations to exchange information, 

intelligence and documents with their counterparts for dealing with the prevention and 

investigation of customs offences (WCO, n.d.-b). The WCO MRA Strategy Guide 

recommends that a customs administration relies on their MRA partners’ ability to exchange 

information, so CCAs are critical for MRA partners because these agreements set out “the 

capabilities of, and constraints with regard to sharing law enforcement information” (WCO, 

2018c, p. 5). 

In this study, several interviewees indicated that ‘customs cooperative agreements’ is a 

genuine factor. According to interviewee CO6, any agreement containing a chapter related 

to custom cooperation could promote the negotiation of MRAs. Interviewee CO6 further 

added that a CMAA, partnership agreement and trade agreement with a chapter related to 

custom cooperation are prerequisite agreements for the EU before negotiating MRAs with 

other countries. Meantime, four interviewee CO2, CO3, ACA1 and IO2 indicated that the 

contents of a customs cooperative agreement include provisions regarding a legal 

framework for risk management, data integrity, data protection, and a mechanism for data 

exchange, which facilitate the MRA development process. 

Furthermore, interviewee CO5 indicated that the MRA is an extension of the CMAA, while 

interviewee CO1 suggested that future customs cooperative agreements should include 

provisions about potential MRAs. Interviewee CO5 further said that some countries which 

are members of a customs union have no CMAA but they still benefit from the mechanism 

of data exchange within this customs union. Meantime, interviewees CO3 and CO5 asserted 

that the role of a customs cooperative agreement often includes a mechanism specifically for 

data exchange between partner countries. This mechanism would be reviewed and updated 

once MRAs are concluded. 

According to interviewees CO6 and IO2, some countries consider customs cooperative 

agreements (the CMAA) as a top priority or even a mandatory requirement before MRA 

negotiations. A customs cooperative agreement would help build trust and create a 

framework of data protection and data exchange among countries so that subsequent MRA 

negotiations could benefit from this agreement. Notwithstanding, several questions were 
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asked to interviewee IO2, “Is CMAA compulsory for Japan?”, to interviewees CO5 and 

CO6, “Do you see CMAA as a facilitator, or it is a requirement?”, and to interviewee CO2, 

“Does your country have any CMAA currently to facilitate data exchange due to some 

countries requiring a CMAA before MRA negotiations?” Responses collected from those 

questions seem to be quite contradictory. While two interviewees said it should be 

compulsory, two others agreed that a CMAA is a facilitator and should not be mandatory. 

The role of CCAs in the negotiation of MRAs was further studied. Japan’s CCA with other 

countries were used. In the Japan Customs’ website, data about Japan’s customs cooperative 

agreements were collected and presented in Table 5.8. There are three types of CCAs in 

Japan, namely agreements, arrangements (cooperative framework or administrative 

arrangement), and arrangements between Japan customs administration and the overseas 

private sector (for example, Japan-Chinese Taipei). 

Table 5.8 

CCAs between Japan and Other Countries (With Concluded MRAs or MRAs under 

Negotiation) 

Country MRA Status Date 

Concluded 

Customs Cooperative 

Agreement 

Japan-New Zealand Concluded May-2008 Arrangement 

Japan-USA Concluded Jun-2009 Agreement 

Japan-Canada Concluded Jun-2010 Arrangement 

Japan-EU Concluded Jun-2010 Agreement 

Japan-Korea Concluded May-2011 Agreement 

Japan-Singapore Concluded Jun-2011 No agreement 

Japan-Malaysia Concluded Jun-2014 No agreement 

Japan-Hong Kong Concluded Aug-2016 Arrangement 

Japan-China Concluded Oct-2018 Agreement 

Japan-Switzerland Negotiating  No agreement 

Japan-Thailand Negotiating  No agreement 

Japan-Australia Negotiating  Arrangement 

Source: Author, based on data from Japan Customs’ website. 

Table 5.8 shows that among the 12 countries which have concluded MRAs or MRAs under 

negotiation with, eight have an existing cooperative customs agreement (both agreements 

and arrangements) with Japan. Meanwhile, four other countries do not have such programs 

in place, although two countries have concluded MRAs and two others are negotiating an 

MRA with Japan. This analysis shows that the responses of interviewees IO2 and CO6 are 

contradictory, as they said Japan requested a CMAA as a prerequisite for MRA 

negotiations. Meantime, it strengthens the responses from interviewees CO2 and CO5 who 
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said that although a CCA is not mandatory, its presence has a positive impact on MRA 

negotiations. 

4.2.9 Coordinated border management 

Coordinated border management (CBM) refers to an approach involving border agencies, 

both domestic and international, for facilitating trade while ensuring border security and 

compliance requirements (Aniszewski, 2009; Polner, 2011). The WCO SAFE Framework 

provides provisions related to CBM, which includes the concept of Single Window and the 

Integrated Border Management of Pillar 1, Customs to Customs Network Arrangements 

(WCO, 2018d). The Single Window concept promotes cooperative arrangements between 

Customs and other border agencies to facilitate the exchange of seamless data and risk 

intelligence at both national and international levels. Meanwhile the concept of Integrated 

Border Management requires governments to develop cooperative arrangements among 

border agencies at both national and international levels for the facilitation of trade through 

a secure supply chain. The examination of MRA tools found that the WCO MRA Strategy 

Guide recommends that customs administrations cooperate with other border agencies to 

ensure maximum efficiency in MRA implementation, in which any duplication is eliminated 

(WCO, 2018c). In this study, research participants helped to identify whether it is a factor 

and how this factor impacts on MRA negotiations. 

Regarding the cooperation of governmental agencies at the borders, interviewee CO7 

indicated that many bottlenecks for cross-border goods could arise if cooperation among 

border agencies is not synchronous. According to CO7, even though an MRA is in place, 

other border agencies may not be aware of it and how it works, which causes delays in 

cross-border goods. For example, an MRA is a customs-to-customs agreement. While cross-

border goods of AEO companies enjoy faster customs clearance under an MRA, these goods 

are still subject to the other border agencies’ controls and could be delayed. Therefore, 

according to CO7, an MRA being subject to other border agencies’ controls does not serve 

the purpose of having an AEO program in terms of facilitation. 

Furthermore, interviewee CO7 suggested promoting CBM which involves customs, 

immigration, agriculture, food and health to better deal with border clearance. Once there 

are cooperative arrangements among these border agencies, greater efficiencies are gained 

for border operations to facilitate international trade (Aniszewski, 2009). Interviewee PS3 

agreed with CO7 and added that CBM is operated in some countries, in which the customs 
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agency is already connected with other governmental agencies at the border. If countries do 

not have CBM in place, CO7 suggested that they should progress towards a CBM. A CBM 

would allow more effective resource distribution and information sharing among border 

agencies, which enhances risk management to ensure the balance of trade facilitation and 

security (Aniszewski, 2009). According to ACA1, countries should refer to the WCO SAFE 

Framework to develop coordinated programs with other agencies and a single government 

AEO program. As explained by ACA1, the single government AEO program means that 

other border agencies, not just Customs, have to be involved in an AEO program. As a 

result, the involvement of other border agencies, such as customs, immigration, agriculture, 

food and health could significantly increase MRA benefits. Such benefits further make AEO 

programs and MRAs more attractive. 

In addition, according to interviewees CO7 and ACA1, cross-border goods are subject to 

various governmental agencies' regulations and rules. Interviewee CO7 indicated that 

although many agencies operate at the border, they manage the border effectively and such 

effective border management may not affect MRA negotiations. In contrast, according to 

CO7, inefficient border management affects MRA negotiations and outcomes. Meanwhile, 

interviewee ACA1 suggested that governments should develop cooperative arrangements 

which allow border agencies to be part of their AEO programs. In doing so, real benefits 

could emerge from MRAs because cross-border goods are subject to fewer control from 

other border agencies. Therefore, interviewee ACA1 emphasised that the trend is for border 

agencies to be encouraged to be part of future AEO programs. 

It is though that the coordinated border management approach can manage the flow of 

cross-border goods faster and more efficiently. Therefore, the efficiency of goods clearance 

at the border provides visible benefits to AEOs, and therefore, CBM is a factor that 

positively impacts or facilitates MRA negotiations. 

4.3 Organisational factors 

The theme ‘organisational factors’ includes ‘internal commitment’, ‘resource allocation’, 

‘MRA training’, ‘trader awareness’ and ‘MRA benefits.’ 

4.3.1 Internal commitment 

In the examination of MRA tools, both the WCO MRA Guidelines and the WCO MRA 

Strategy Guide suggest that potential MRA partners should establish the high-level 
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commitment necessary for the MRA development process (WCO, 2011a, 2018c). In this 

study, the survey respondents and interviewees helped determine whether the ‘internal 

commitment’ is a genuine factor in MRA negotiations and its impact on such negotiations. 

Interviewee IO1 explained ‘internal commitment’ as a type of top-down decision-making 

process for MRA negotiations from political will to commitments in customs 

administrations, and the senior management of custom administrations. A survey respondent 

also indicated that the focus of decision-making for MRA negotiations includes both 

political and internal customs will. 

Furthermore, interviewee ACA2 said that it is necessary to gain a high level of internal 

commitment in MRA negotiations because there is often a gap between the top-level 

management and the lower-level management. Similarly, interviewee CO7 agreed that 

‘internal commitment’ is a genuine factor impacting the negotiation of MRAs, and is 

connected with political will and national interests. As commented by CO7, “it follows the 

logic [sic] that if your [AEO] program addresses key priorities, there will be a political 

will.” 

According to interviewees, there are differences in the structure of national customs 

authorities or customs unions, so internal commitments may also vary between these types 

of organisational structures. As indicated by interviewee CO3, a high level of commitment 

from the middle and upper management in a customs administration is competently 

responsible for all MRA negotiations. For customs unions, for example the EU, internal 

commitments are achieved by discussions in both the EU commission and between member 

states. The EU commission has a negotiation mandate and is competently responsible for all 

MRA negotiations. Interviewee CO6 highlighted: “There is the commitment on all sides, 

including the commission and member states…Once starting negotiations, we need to ask 

for a negotiation mandate.” 

In addition, interviewee CO6 explained that the EU achieves high-level internal 

commitment in MRA negotiations once, an MRA negotiation is mandated and all member 

states committed, the EU commission does not need separate approval for every MRA. 

Therefore, the difference between the EU and other countries’ MRAs is that the EU MRAs 

are not signed between customs and customs authorities, but between the EU commission 

and its MRA partner’ s customs authorities. However, CO6 argued that the ‘internal 
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commitment’ must correspond with trade and political interests, in which “the commitment 

is low if the interest is limited. If there's an interest, there is a high level of commitment.” 

Also, according to ACA1, ‘internal commitment’ has a very positive impact on the resource 

use for MRA negotiations because it helps prioritise the use of the right resources to 

conclude MRAs. 

4.3.2 Resource allocation 

Resources regarding MRA negotiations include human, time and financial, and are used at 

every stage of the MRA development process, such as preparation, negotiation, and 

implementation. The examination of MRA tools indicated that both the WCO MRA 

Guidelines and the WCO MRA Strategy Guide consider ‘resource allocation’ an important 

factor in MRA negotiations (WCO, 2011a, 2018c). According to the WCO (2011a), 

countries have different priorities and political will, which affects their engagement in MRA 

negotiation. Meanwhile, the WCO MRA Strategy Guide recommends that the level and 

availability of human, financial and time resources should be clearly established for the 

MRA development process (WCO, 2018c). 

From the interviews conducted in this study, most interviewees supported ‘resource 

allocation’ as an important factor affecting MRA negotiations. According to participant IO3, 

sufficient resource allocation for MRA negotiations is significant for both bilateral and 

multilateral MRAs. Interviewee ACA1 stressed that ‘resource allocation’ is one of the most 

important factors because countries need concrete, appropriate resources for concluding 

MRAs as quickly as possible. In doing so, these countries should be ambitious in their MRA 

plan and be aware of any problems that might arise. Practically, these countries need to have 

a dedicated team with time and financial resources as well as remaining in close contact 

with the private sector within their MRA agenda. 

Furthermore, interviewees helped in understanding how human, time and financial resources 

affect MRA negotiations. Regarding human resources, most interviewees agreed that human 

resources play an important role in MRA negotiations. These interviewees indicated that a 

lack of experience in MRA negotiations or political negotiation skills is a common 

challenge for countries initiating their first MRA negotiation. Human resources required for 

MRA negotiations include, among others, experienced negotiators, auditors, legal experts 
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and IT experts. Their tasks, therefore, depend on their particular field of expertise and cover 

both legal and technical work within the negotiation process. 

According to CO5, resources in the EU from both member states and from the commission 

have been limited, which restricts the number of MRA negotiations that can occur at the 

same time. In the meantime, interviewee CO6 stated that her negotiating team included 

members from the EU commission and member states to fulfil their tasks (for example, 

auditing to assess the AEO programs' equivalence, attending the negotiations, and the 

technical work). The team also needs to have legal experts, who would be designated at a 

legal level to compare the equivalence of AEO programs and at a technical level, where 

experts and auditors examine AEO implementation (for example, how do companies 

implement AEO in their systems, such as the security, or how do they check compliance of 

their clients and providers). 

Also, an MRA lead negotiator (CO1) agreed that the human factor is significant in MRA 

negotiations, but was not very concerned about it, as his country can gain assistance from 

other countries with expertise in MRA negotiation. Meanwhile, another MRA negotiator 

(CO7) was concerned about lack of experience in MRA negotiators. These negotiators are 

designated to MRA negotiations, but do not have the proper guidance and skill set. 

Interviewees also indicated that the allocation of the appropriate human resources necessary 

for MRA negotiations differs between organisations and countries. Each customs 

administration organises and assigns a dedicated team to negotiate MRAs differently. For 

example, several customs administrations might establish a permanently dedicated team, 

while others temporarily appoint personnel from relevant departments. An MRA lead 

negotiator (CO4) said that she has a dedicated team to focus on MRA negotiations and also 

on implementation. Alternatively, another MRA lead negotiator (CO1) indicated that he has 

experts join from different departments (for example, International Cooperation 

Department, Post Clearance Control Department, Legal Department and the IT 

Department). Therefore, CO1 does not need to have a dedicated MRA negotiation team as 

people from this group also have other duties. Like CO1’s negotiating team, the creation of 

CO2’s team replied on existing staff from the International Policy, AEO Team and Trade 

Assurance and assistance from overseas diplomatic offices. As a result, no specific resource 

for processing MRA negotiations has been deployed for CO2’s team. 

In addition, IT experts might join the MRA negotiation team in some countries, but not all. 
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On the one hand, interviewee IO1 suggested that sufficient resources (for example, 

workforce experts, including IT experts) should be allocated. Interviewee IO3 agreed that IT 

experts would help resolve technical issues in the early stage of negotiations (for example, 

data exchange). On the other hand, some countries do not designate IT experts to the MRA 

negotiation teams. An MRA lead negotiator (CO2) said that IT experts allocated to the 

MRA negotiation team would present an additional cost to the initial negotiations, and that 

the information exchange is not part of the joint validation process or MRA text 

negotiations. 

Apart from human resources, interviewees agreed that time and financial resources play a 

significant role. Budgetary restrictions can be a problem for MRA negotiations, especially 

for developing and less developed countries, because these countries cannot afford many 

validation visits to other countries. This appears to be contradictory to the interview with 

ACA1 as he said that time and financing resources should be a problem, but it's not that 

expensive. Several interviewees said that MRA negotiations could be time -consuming. This 

is because the negotiations need to consider the political timing involved (CO2) and can 

take longer or be faster depending on how quickly the governments want to conclude the 

negotiations (CO6). Interviewee PS6 recommended that to shorten the time-consuming 

procedures in MRA negotiations, both parties need to be interested in each other and try to 

balance the benefits for both sides. 

Interviewees also focused on the budget required for MRA teams to fulfil their tasks. An 

MRA lead negotiator (CO4) indicated that her MRA negotiation team had the required 

budget for MRA negotiations. The budget is required to fund MRA projects, such as the 

MRA teams' salary or their joint- validation visits. Part of the negotiations involves visiting 

the partner countries to physically examine the AEO programs (for example, the 

implementation of AEO programs, visiting the premises and meeting the stakeholders). 

Therefore, a budget needs to be allocated for travel expenses and other costs. According to 

interviewee CO7, these costs become very large for smaller economies. Nonetheless, 

interviewee ACA1 commented that four or five people working full- time for an MRA 

dedicated team was affordable, compared to the huge benefits gained for the government, 

customs and the private sector. 

Some interviewees agreed that their countries could not start some MRA negotiations in 

parallel because of limited resources, in either human, time or financial. According to 
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interviewee IO3, one of the reasons for a reduction in the number of validation visits is 

insufficient resource allocation. Interviewee CO5 commented that his MRA negotiation 

team had to put several MRA negotiations on hold due to limited resources. His team uses 

political preference to pick three big economies or negotiates first of all with major trading 

partners based on their trade volume. Another negotiator (CO3) experienced budgetary 

restrictions when his MRA negotiation team had validation visits in the other country. 

Because there was no specific budget for MRA negotiations, interviewee CO3 depended on 

external financing agencies and his customs administrations’ general budget. Interviewee 

ACA1 pointed out that it would take countries with limited resource capacity (for example, 

not enough people working on MRAs) a long time to have several MRAs negotiations 

occurring in parallel. If these countries start negotiating with big partners (for example, the 

US or the EU), it would put a strain on even more resources when problems arise. Then they 

would get stuck with a capacity problem or improper resources. 

It seems that each country has its own strategy in resource allocation for MRA negotiations. 

This allocation is mainly dependent on each country’s specific conditions, such as political 

or economic. However, there was excellent advice from interviewee ACA1 that countries 

should ensure they have a clear vision and a strategic approach for their MRA projects, and 

that resources should be properly and sufficiently allocated for the best outcome. 

Furthermore, the experience of negotiators (for example, negotiation skills) was suggested 

to be the most important skill for MRA negotiations because, according to ACA1, “if you 

have done it [MRA negotiation] before you know it, you know how to do it.” Also, if 

countries do not have a well-resourced MRA project, MRA negotiation teams will have 

unstable staff, and insufficient time and budgetary allocation. Consequently, without 

dedicated teams for MRA purposes, MRA negotiations become training sections for new 

staff, who have no previous experience and were newly transferred from other positions. 

We should also be mindful that MRA negotiations can be bilateral or multilateral, so the 

outcome of such negotiations depends on all parties’ endeavours. According to interviewee 

IO2, the negotiation pace is also dependent on the negotiator’s counterpart. When the 

counterpart does not progress their side of the negotiations and submit data on time, the 

negotiations could take years. In addition, according to ACA1, when all parties’ resources 

are adequately allocated but the desired results are not achieved, another factor must be 

considered. ACA1 believes this factor is political will. 
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4.3.3 MRA training 

‘MRA training’ means specifically relevant training or materials provided to customs 

officers and the private sector. ‘MRA training’ is recommended by the WCO MRA Strategy 

Guide as a factor that leads to “more streamlined MRA negotiations” (WCO, 2018c, p. 9). 

According to the WCO (2018c), ‘MRA training’ is necessary to provide a skill set to AEO 

validators/auditors before MRA negotiations because these validators/auditors will take part 

in joint audits to determine the equivalence of AEO programs. In addition, frontline officers 

are also required to have MRA training to ensure the proper recognition and facilitation of 

domestic and foreign AEO companies. The WCO MRA Strategy Guide also suggests the 

involvement of the relevant stakeholders’ experts to assist in training (WCO, 2018c). 

In this research, most interviewees agreed that a lack of ‘MRA training’ would present a 

problem to the negotiation of MRAs. Countries with several concluded MRAs will most 

likely have many experienced negotiators. However, the negotiations of countries 

commencing their first MRA negotiations, may struggle if they lack experience in this field. 

Therefore, ‘MRA training’ provides these negotiators with appropriate knowledge that is 

essential for negotiations. ‘MRA training’ of the private sector’s stakeholders also enhances 

the awareness of the MRA concept, its utilisation and its benefits for these stakeholders. 

From their relevant experience in recent MRA negotiations, MRA lead negotiators (CO2 

and CO4) shared information regarding the MRA training for customs officials and the 

private sector conducted in their customs administrations. These interviewees indicated that 

customs officers and sometimes AEO companies receive ‘MRA training’. 

Furthermore, interviewees also agreed that ‘MRA training’ is a genuine factor impacting 

MRA negotiations. According to CO5, such ‘MRA training’ equips allocated staff with 

essential knowledge and skills so that MRA negotiations is more successful and faster. 

Interviewee CO7 stated that it is useful to train the negotiators in negotiation techniques and 

that MRA training is offered as a minimum requirement for negotiators. 

Interviewee CO5 stated that current MRA training delivered to the private sector is not 

MRA training but is similar to information announcements. These provide information on 

how to enjoy the MRA benefits. Interviewee ACA1 argued that the private sector needs 

two-way communication as well as training. Other interviewees stated that they did not see 

much benefit from MRA training for the private sector. For example, interviewee ACA3 
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said that such MRA training is not relevant to the private sector, as it is just focused on the 

government’s AEO programs. Meanwhile, according to CO7, it may not be relevant for the 

private sector to get training on MRA negotiating because the negotiations are between 

intergovernmental agencies. 

However, interviewee IO1 helped explain how training is essential to customs and other 

stakeholders. The reason is that the private sector’s stakeholders are better positioned to 

inform MRA negotiators any problems or issues. 

4.3.4 Trader awareness 

The examination of MRA tools found that the WCO MRA Strategy Guide recommends 

customs administrations raise awareness of AEO companies (‘trader awareness’) to ensure 

these companies understand their entitlements and obtains benefits from MRAs (WCO, 

2018c). However, MRAs are subject to government to government negotiations, so 

according to interviewee IO3, the private sector’s concerns and interests are not always 

discussed within such negotiations. However, it is important to understand whether the 

private sector is aware of the MRA concept, utilisation, and benefits as well as how AEO 

companies apply for MRA benefits. Because trader awareness is subject to customs 

engagement with the industry, communication between customs and industry was also 

identified from the interviews with participants. 

Interviewees IO1, ACA1, and ACA3 agreed that a lack of trader awareness presents a 

common challenge to the negotiation of MRAs. These interviewees explained that if trader 

awareness is not adequate, the efficiency of MRA negotiations may be relatively low. 

According to interviewee IO1, traders are sometimes not aware of MRAs which have just 

been concluded. It is because these traders have not fully engaged with Customs and then 

they do not utilise the MRA benefits available to them. Therefore, some interviewees agreed 

that ‘trader awareness’ is a very important factor that impacts the negotiation of MRAs. 

Interviewee IO1 explained the process of claiming benefits from an active MRA. Exporters 

have to provide their identification in the customs declaration for each shipment and send it 

to their importers. Then the importers or their representatives claim the benefits of MRAs in 

the importing countries. Therefore, IO1 affirmed that it is essential for the traders to be 

engaged so that they are aware of recently signed MRAs, as well as staying up- to- date with 

MRA benefits, and how to claim such benefits. MRA-related information is also available in 
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several formats (for example, seminars and briefings) to exchange two-way information. 

Interviewees from the private sector were asked whether they were aware of or familiar with 

the AEO MRA concept, its utilisation and the benefits that MRAs can provide to the private 

sector. Surprisingly, most interviewees confirmed that they were well aware of its concepts, 

utilisation and benefits. In addition, most interviewees indicated that they often kept a close 

eye on concluded MRAs or even the negotiation of MRAs through, for example, forums, 

seminars, workshops, customs administrations’ websites and newsletters. 

According to interviewee ACA1, traders should also be more aware of individual MRA 

agreements with other countries so that they can make the most out of the MRA benefits in 

each agreement. Some interviewees also shared their awareness of MRA concepts, its 

utilisation and its benefits. Interviewees PS2 and PS5 believe that when their countries 

conclude an MRA with another country, it means that their AEO programs are acceptable 

and equivalent to the other country. In addition, it means that their AEO members can enjoy 

MRA benefits at the border, for example, the much easier movement of goods in and out of 

the country. However, interviewee PS5 acknowledged that the concept of MRAs is a great 

idea but that it is still hard to see clear and obvious MRA benefits. When asked whether she 

had feedback from her importers about the lack of clear benefits, interviewee PS5 replied 

that her customers did not appear to be keen to know about the benefits, as she had to find 

that information and explain it to them. 

According to interviewees, customs administrations try to sign as many MRAs as possible 

without focusing on the MRA users’ expectations. Interviewee ACA1 stated that even if 

MRAs have been concluded, they only consider it to be a partial achievement, as the other 

part of successful MRAs is MRA implementation. Interviewee ACA3 argued that countries 

seem to conclude lots of MRAs but do not care about the private sector’s thoughts and 

expectations, which makes a concluded MRA merely a publicity act. 

If the private sector is more aware of MRA concepts, utilisation and benefits, their demands 

to have more say on MRAs would be greater. AEO companies could ask their countries to 

have MRAs with other specific countries so that these companies can enjoy MRA benefits 

in the companies’ export markets. Furthermore, these AEO companies can request 

government agencies to provide more MRA benefits. According to CO7, some countries do 

not involve international traders in the MRA preparation phase, which leads to MRA 

benefits that are not attractive to these traders. Therefore, the private sector should be 
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engaged earlier to allow the development of more beneficial MRA strategies. 

4.3.5 MRA benefits 

It is clear that international traders’ satisfaction with MRA benefits indicates how 

effectively an MRA is currently implemented because these traders are the MRAs’ users. 

Interviewees indicated that one of the reasons countries want to have MRAs with others is 

to promote their national AEO programs. This is because the conclusion of MRAs makes 

AEO programs more attractive and AEO companies can enjoy the recognition of their status 

in their export markets. An AEO program is a voluntary partnership between Customs and 

businesses. According to ACA3, such a program should be designed to attract the 

participation of more international traders and to encourage them to comply with security 

requirements for the exchange of compliance benefits and potential MRA benefits. 

Therefore, as also stated by ACA3, such benefits are considered the most attractive, and if 

those benefits are not adequate or satisfactory, the traders will leave an AEO program. 

As mentioned by several interviewees, MRA benefits are the most attractive of the benefits 

available to AEO companies when joining an AEO program. Interviewee ACA1 indicated 

that if countries want an AEO program, an MRA strategy should also be defined to provide 

the best benefits for the private sector. In addition, interviewee IO1 completed a study of 

various international traders in the EU. From this study, IO1 concluded that the most 

important benefit to emerge from MRAs for these traders is a more secure, compliant and 

efficient trade flow that provides faster clearance times, predictability and lower costs to 

international traders. Another benefit is that the value of being an AEO is increased, so that 

an AEO program attracts more companies. With MRA benefits presented in the study 

findings mentioned by IO1, this interviewee affirmed that more companies in the EU are 

encouraged to join the AEO program to gain the benefits of MRAs, which helps promote the 

AEO programs and MRA processes. Once international traders have AEO status, these 

MRA benefits also encourage them to maintain their status and their compliance with 

legislation. Otherwise, if an MRA does not deliver such benefits for international traders, 

interviewee ACA3 argued that countries should not make any effort to conclude MRAs. 

Interviewees indicated that MRAs need to include compliance benefits, for example, fewer 

inspections to increase clearance times. According to ACA1, an AEO program should have 

both compliance and security so signed MRAs should contain both these items. Apart from 

benefits for AEO companies, MRAs are also beneficial to Customs. Some of these benefits, 
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as indicated by IO1, are an increase in the compliance level and in the revenue collected 

because AEO companies have more motivation ‘to do the right thing’. Therefore, the risks 

from AEO companies become lower, which reduces the customs’ resources needed for 

managing these companies so customs can focus on inspections and controls in high-risk 

companies. 

AEO companies are considered as the clients or users of AEO programs and MRAs. Their 

satisfaction with MRA benefits has also been discussed in the prior literature. In the current 

study, interviewees indicated that satisfaction with MRA benefits is a common challenge for 

MRA negotiations. Countries should ensure that MRAs deliver obvious benefits. Meantime, 

interviewees were also concerned that one of the problems is the lack of benefits offered in 

MRAs. As indicated by CO2, several customs administrations are unwilling to provide the 

full range of benefits. Although the private sector considers the success of an MRA to be the 

generation of benefits for the trader, the private sector can only see the benefits after the 

conclusion of MRAs. 

Interviewees PS6 and PS7 indicated that they are quite satisfied with the current MRA 

benefits. However, several other interviewees from the private sector were still concerned 

that the MRA benefits are not up to their expectations. However, interviewee ACA1 

explained that this may be a perception by those traders who have not used the benefits and 

do not know what the benefits are. So, the awareness of traders of MRA concepts, utilisation 

and its benefits is very important. But a survey respondent cautioned that “MRAs have [sic] 

accomplished to date seem at most to be a theoretical achievement with minimal benefits to 

trade beyond mere reputational [sic].” 

In addition, AEO companies often lack satisfaction with MRA benefits due to such benefits 

not reaching up to their expectations and their high level of investment to become AEOs. 

According to interviewee PS4, his expectations were that mature AEO and MRA programs 

are developed with a clear return on investment for AEO companies. To become an AEO, 

traders have to make significant investments (for example, in systems, management, staff 

training and facilities). As explained by IO2, traders often request certain benefits. Because 

the nature of AEO programs is voluntary and non-binding, if the MRA benefits are 

unfavourable, traders will not invest in such practices, according to interviewee IO2. 

A concern was raised about the lengthy delays in delivering the committed MRA benefits, 

even after the MRA is concluded. ACA3 explained that after the first MRAs were 
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concluded, traders waited for a year or two for governments to fulfil their promises. After a 

few years they do not see the benefits and started asking questions. A frequent answer from 

governments, as stated by ACA3, is that they are solving issues regarding TINs. Once these 

issues were solved, however, MRA benefits remained non-existent for the traders, even 10 

years after an MRA conclusion. 

Interviewee IO2 even compared benefits between AEO importers and non-AEO importers 

as IO2 believes that MRAs are designed for AEO exporters and non-AEO importers. As a 

result, the AEO importers are left behind, affecting their satisfaction with MRA benefits. 

Because international traders are now more aware of MRA benefits and how to obtain those 

benefits from MRAs, the reciprocating benefits delivered by MRAs need to be tangible, 

practical and measurable. However, participants claimed a lack of such tangible and 

practical benefits, and there is often a prolonged delay in making them available after the 

conclusion of MRAs. In the meantime, participants also suggested that the MRA benefits 

should be visibly measurable. For example, there should be some type of analysis (such as, 

workload savings, and human involvement savings) which is not currently practiced, as 

reflected in the participants’ comments: 

MRAs still rarely provide practical benefits to traders, and the program's popularity 

is based on delivering benefits. Survey respondent 

Countries like to negotiate MRAs even when they are not ready to implement them, 

or the benefits. Many countries do not follow up on the benefits offered and 

effectively granted to their AEOs by the other country. Survey respondent 

They say the benefits that depend on the company. And they say you can't measure. 

So that even AEO benefits, you cannot measure, you have no way to measure the 

MRAs. IO2 

I haven't seen any clear benefits. So, I don’t want to say we're not satisfied, but it's 

not clear to us if we are beneficial or not. PS5 

Really, how do they benefit from that? Or so we don't visualise? What is the real 

material outcome? For instance, so what are the savings? Or what are, let's say the 

workload savings, you know, human involvement savings? …So, we don't exercise, 

we don't do this analysis. So, it's a bit difficult to answer this question, unfortunately. 

PS3 

The practical benefits of AEO and MRAs are not that great. ACA3 

As an MRA negotiator, interviewee CO2 said that while benefits are delivered to business, 

more demands could made from the private sector. On a different topic, a survey respondent 

pointed to an issue from countries pursuing a fast-track approach to MRA negotiations and 

conclusions, “Every country is keen to showcase its trade facilitation initiatives to 
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transnational businesses. The greater number of MRAs a country has to show, the more 

interest it will generate among traders from across its borders.” Meantime, according to two 

survey respondents, a problem would arise when countries are not well prepared for MRA 

implementation, in which their AEOs of the other country are not granted facilitation 

benefits through the MRA. 

The lack of MRA benefits is also witnessed among older MRAs which were concluded with 

at least one party featuring legacy AEO programs. According to interviewee ACA1, older 

MRAs do not provide many benefits and the private sector does not see the value in those 

MRAs. Additionally, a lack of appropriate engagement with the industry in the early MRA 

negotiation process leads to the proposed benefits not reaching traders’ expectations. To this 

end, CO7 pointed out: 

Many times, we get their countries or administrations don't involve the trading 

community as early as designed. They come to them once they have already 

designed the law and designed the systems. These benefits are not attractive to the 

trading community. 

Interviewees were also approached to understand how satisfaction with MRA benefits 

affects MRA negotiations. A survey respondent indicated that if an MRAs’ benefits cannot 

be realised, AEO programs will lose important support from the private sector. Similarly, 

according to interviewee CO2, when traders leave AEO programs, MRAs may subsequently 

become unsuccessful and fail. Interviewee ACA3 further clarified CO2’s claim: 

It's a problem for delivering benefits after the program has been concluded… At a 

practical level, because all of these programs are voluntary. All of the programs are 

designed to bring companies in exchange for some sorts of benefit. If there are no 

benefits, the companies are not going to come in. And once they're in, if those 

benefits don't continue, they will leave. So mutual recognition agreement doesn't 

lead to benefits in another country. 

Therefore, when MRA benefits do not satisfy AEO companies, who are the users of those 

MRAs? According to interviewee ACA3, the achievement of MRAs is for publicity reasons 

or in other words, the reason for countries to have MRAs with others is all about publicity. 

ACA3 asserted that “if the MRA does not deliver benefits to anybody, then the question is, 

why do it”. 

4.4 Technical factors 

The theme ‘technical factors’ includes ‘privacy and data protection’, ‘data exchange’ and 

‘data integrity’. 
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4.4.1 Privacy and data protection 

In prior studies, ‘privacy and data protection’ were discussed as factors impacting the 

negotiation of MRAs (Aigner, 2010; Chan & Holler, 2016; Ireland, 2011; Kim, 2017; 

National Board of Trade, 2010; Weerth, 2011). In particular, Weerth (2011, p. 379) stated 

that one of the issues causing a low number of the MRA negotiations is attributable to data 

protection. Relevant MRA tools were examined and the results showed that both the WCO 

MRA Guidelines and the WCO MRA Strategy Guide discuss the impact of privacy and data 

protection on MRA negotiations (WCO, 2011a, 2018c). According to the WCO MRA 

Guidelines, potential MRA partners are often concerned about the storage of each other’s 

AEO details, which must be addressed in MRA negotiations regarding data security and 

protection (WCO, 2011a). Meanwhile, the WCO MRA Strategy Guide indicates that 

countries have different privacy laws and guidelines for protection of information and the 

exchange of customs data. Therefore, potential MRAs should cover the requirement of data 

security while procedure in the MRA implementation should address the protection of data 

(WCO, 2018c). 

The current study found that 10 interviewees acknowledged that ‘privacy and data 

protection’ is a common challenge concerning MRA negotiations. For example, interviewee 

CO5 asserted that data protection is always an issue in the negotiation of MRAs. 

Meanwhile, IO1 commented that AEO data is very sensitive and easily misused so that 

MRA negotiation parties need to consider the other sides’ mechanism for data protection, 

data storage and accessibility. Most interviewees confirmed that ‘privacy and data 

protection’ is a critical factor impacting MRA negotiations. For example, interviewee IO1 

indicated that ‘data privacy and data protection’ are important in the MRA negotiation 

process. Having agreed with IO1, interviewee PS8 said that data security and privacy are 

always a very important topic in MRA negotiations, which ensures that whatever you 

negotiate is compliant with all security requirements. 

‘Privacy and data protection’ are subject to each country’s laws and legislations, however, 

some countries do not have such legal frameworks in place. According to interviewees IO2, 

CO5 and CO6, ‘privacy and data protection’ are key elements in certain countries that have 

a legal framework for the management of data. These countries also require their MRA 

partners to have an equivalent level of data protection in their MRA negotiations. Similarly, 

interviewee CO3 indicated that there are differences in the treatment and protection of data 
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in each country, which are one of the main factors that can affect MRA negotiations. 

Subsequently, such differences mean that issues are likely to arise (for example, sending the 

AEO database and the users’ accessibility), which need to be discussed and addressed in 

MRA negotiations. 

Interviewee IO1 highlighted that even MRAs concluded with a country with no data privacy 

law in place, present a challenge in terms of sending an AEO database to that country. 

Participant CO5 provided the following example from a case in the EU: 

In some countries like the EU, it's extremely regulated to share data with countries 

outside of the EU. And other countries that are potential MRA partners, they think 

that you don't need to have legislation in place because it is data that is the 

possession of the government. And by default, it's protected. So, to find a way of 

dealing with that could be an issue. 

Interviewee CO3, from his practical experience, identified that the issues regarding ‘privacy 

and data protection’ need to be discussed and negotiated in the stage of equivalence 

comparison. In this stage, the difference between MRA negotiation partners’ legislation 

regarding privacy and data protection can be identified. CO3 also commented that, such 

legislation is examined with respect to its compliance with the WCO SAFE Framework’s 

security requirements. 

If emerging non-equivalence issues are identified (for example, data protection, which is 

considered extremely important in some countries), the whole negotiation process could 

potentially be disrupted. Regarding these issues, a negotiator (CO6) provided an example 

from the EU and commented that: 

Yes, the EU cannot conclude any agreement if data protection is not considered as 

equivalent or adequate. Before we conclude, we need a decision on the adequate we 

have, for example, with US or Canada, we need a decision that the data protection 

was adequate, I believe one state has been done. It is not likely that we would 

discover the equivalence. If that ever happened, for example, if there were a political 

change, we would stop the agreement and then go to dispute settlement. We try to 

alert political level in our partner countries, but we would not accept, we would not 

continue because, as you know data protection for the EU is extremely important. 

4.4.2 Data exchange 

The exchange of data between MRA partner countries for supporting the implementation of 

MRAs enables recognition of the authorisations and controls of one Customs administration 

by another (WCO, 2018b), as well as the granting of MRA benefits. Relevant documents 

were analysed and it was found that the three relevant MRA tools address issues regarding 
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data exchange in MRA negotiations (see WCO, 2011a; WCO, 2018b, 2018c). According to 

the WCO TIN Guidelines, the exchange of AEO data based on TINs between customs 

administrations enables controls, authorisations and MRA benefits granting. Both the WCO 

MRA Guidelines and the WCO MRA Strategy Guide indicate that MRA negotiations need 

to address data exchange issues (for example, IT systems and TIN requirements) as well as 

establishing procedures for data exchange (for example, the type of exchanged information, 

the frequency of exchange and contact points). 

In the current research, most interviewees indicated that ‘data exchange’ is commonly a 

challenging area in MRA negotiations. It is challenging because data confidentiality must be 

protected, but other parties may not have a similar legal framework that enables the 

exchange of protected data. ‘Data exchange’ therefore presents an issue for parties in MRA 

negotiations to solve. Most interviewees confirmed that it is indeed a factor impacting MRA 

negotiations. According to interviewees IO3 and CO5, ‘data exchange’ continues to be 

challenging under many MRA negotiations. Meanwhile, interviewee CO3 further stated that 

the difficulty of data exchange also arises in the MRA implementation phase. 

In addition, several data exchange challenges were presented by interviewees. The first 

challenge was attributable to legislative procedures permitting the exchange of data. As 

stated by ACA1 and CO5, the exchange of confidential data between countries is relatively 

complicated and depends on the type of data is. These confidential data deem to be 

protected by national laws and legislations. Therefore, the exchange of these data probably 

needs approvals that are regulated in each MRA negotiating party’s legislation. According 

to interviewee CO2, data protection and exchange in CO2’s country must have the privacy 

commissioner’s approval. Furthermore, complicated procedures or a lack of data exchange 

approval could cause challenges in MRA negotiations. As stated by interviewee IO1, MRA 

negotiations cannot proceed when MRA partner countries have legislation, for example 

customs law, that does not allow the exchange of protected data. 

Secondly, challenges can emerge from inefficient IT systems used to exchange the data. 

There are implications from the use of inadequate platforms for the exchange of data. As 

reflected by CO5 and CO6 ’s example, the first MRA between the EU and Japan had a 

practical problem, in which these two MRA partners did not have any adequate IT 

mechanism to exchange data so they exchanged excel spreadsheets. Therefore, interviewee 

CO6 asserted that data exchange is not always easy because it needs adequate IT systems. 
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Interviewee IO3 supplemented the comments of CO5 and CO6 by providing further details 

about manual procedures, which could lead to consequences from data errors (for example, 

eligible benefits not granted). IO3 said that “the vast majority of data exchange for MRAs is 

done manually if you can believe that. This leads to inefficient processes which are subject 

to human errors, ultimately leading to companies not receiving the benefits they are 

promised under MRAs.” 

The third challenge is attributable to the use of TINs. As the TIN is essential for data 

exchange and each country has its TIN format, it is challenging if the TIN format of a 

country does not match with the other countries’ systems. According to CO5, many 

different TIN formats and different levels of IT systems have operated in various countries 

and the field value did not match when exchanging data. Similarly, another interviewee 

(IO1) also agreed with CO5 about the challenge posed by the incompatibility of TINs. This 

challenge often occurs in the MRA implementation phase when MRA partners conduct data 

exchange to share each other’s AEO status and grant reciprocal benefits. Therefore, as 

suggested by IO1, the TIN should be a globally unique number that assists in seamlessly 

exchanging data as well as data updating on a timely basis. The use of TIN could facilitate 

the process of identifying AEO status (for example, new AEOs eligible for benefits and 

withdrawing or suspending status in real-time). Therefore, the WCO’s objective is to 

harmonise national TINs and develop a globally unique number so that any country who 

signs an MRA will adopt a globally recognised TIN, as indicated by IO1. 

The challenges resulting from legacy IT systems, and unmatched TINs could also arise in 

the implementation of MRAs. According to CO2, these challenges are identified within the 

application of reciprocal benefits for eligible AEOs. A solution was suggested that involves 

the assignation of IT experts in MRA negotiation teams. Interviewee IO3 advised: 

Get the respective IT teams together in person and as early as possible in the process 

to discuss the data exchange issues. IT people speak a different language. MRAs are 

negotiated by mid and upper-level managers who don’t speak in IT language. When 

it comes to the necessity to exchange data under an MRA, the IT people (the 

technicians) need to speak, brainstorm, and coordinate, and they need to start doing 

this as early in the MRA process as possible so that once the MRA is signed the data 

exchange mechanisms are already in place. 

However, the solution suggested by interviewee IO3 was declined by a lead MRA 

negotiator (CO2) because, according to CO2, the assignation of IT experts in MRA 
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negotiation teams presents an additional cost to the initial stage of MRA negotiations, while 

data exchange is not part of the joint validation process or MRA text negotiations. 

4.4.3 Data integrity 

In this study, ‘data integrity’ refers to the assurance of the accuracy and consistency of data 

in any system which stores, processes, or retrieves data. Because of different level of 

economic development, there are also different levels of data management in many 

countries worldwide. Therefore, countries in MRA negotiations often expect their MRA 

negotiation partners to implement data integrity. In the interviews, few responses were 

collected from participants regarding data integrity. However, interviewee CO7 asserted that 

‘data integrity’ is a genuine factor, which has an impact on MRA negotiations. CO7 

explained: 

Yes, because out of the transactions, these data, we analyse, whether the problem is 

given the benefits for you … So, the IT and the data are going to be important in 

telling us whether we are making the right impact or not, is your performance 

measurements to measure the impact of the program. So, it’s important to have the 

integrity of the data, transparency, how we collect that, the system manages the data 

and all of that. 

Interviewee CO5 agreed with CO7 that ‘data integrity’ is a factor. However, CO5 said that 

the factor ‘data integrity’ is not a big problem and less problematic than the TIN issues, 

even if data are manually processed. 

4.5 Economic factors 

The theme ‘economic factors’ includes ‘economic size’ and ‘trade indicator’. 

4.5.1 Economic size 

‘Economic size’ is regarded as the gross domestic product (GDP) one country can generate 

in one fiscal year, which is related to AEO MRAs, as discussed in the prior literature (Kim, 

2017). In the scope of this research, it means that the economic size of potential MRA 

partners may be used as an indicator by countries choosing their potential partners. In 

addition, there may be MRA negotiations between countries with large economies and their 

smaller counterparts. In this case, ‘economic size’ may also be a factor impacting the 

negotiation of MRAs and if it is, how does it affect these negotiations. The interviews with 

participants assisted in answering these questions. 
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Results from interviews revealed differing opinions among participants as to whether 

‘economic size’ is a factor impacting the negotiation of MRAs. Two participants refused to 

consider it as a factor. According to interviewees CO6 and PS3, an MRA is achieved even 

between a country with large economy and small partners, for example, the EU- Switzerland 

MRA. Meanwhile, interviewees CO1 and CO7 suggested that the GDP indicator is 

pointless, and this indicator should be connected with trade indicators (for example, bilateral 

trade). These two interviewees commented: 

Concerning large GDP economies, it is nothing if we do not have bilateral trade. It is 

mainly the large trade volume with partners, or strategic partners, or comprehensive 

cooperative partner. CO1 

… if you just look at GDP on its own, without looking at these other factors, it might 

not be a correct measure or an appropriate measure to follow…It should be GDP or 

your trade as a percentage of the GDP. That it makes sense because your data ratio 

tells you how much trade we have as a percentage of the GDP. CO7 

Interviewee ACA2 considered GDP when comparing big economies (or developed 

countries) and small economies (or less developed and developing countries) in MRA 

negotiations. According to interviewee ACA2, the negotiation of MRAs between two 

developed countries is much easier in comparison to MRA negotiation between a developed 

and a developing country. An example was provided by ACA2 in which the Brazilian 

customs administration were negotiating an MRA with the US for many years, but no 

agreement was ever. ACA2 stated that the MRA negotiations and implementation are very 

different in developed and developing countries. The reason for such a difference is 

attributable to the role of the private sector in each country, as explained by ACA2: 

I think the role played by the private sectors is bigger in a developed country. And 

when you say about the under developing or developing, … So, when you are 

talking about other countries, the private sector's role is weak in terms of impacting 

MRA negotiations. 

Similarly, interviewee ACA1 agreed that there may be an issue of balance related to 

negotiations between small and bigger countries. According to ACA1, a small country may 

expect a longer, tougher negotiation when it negotiates an MRA with a bigger country. 

When attending negotiations with big partners, according to ACA1, if the small country is 

not well prepared, then negotiations may take too long due to capacity problems, for 

example, insufficient resource allocation. 

Interviewee ACA1 also indicated that small countries often do not have MRA plans or 

strategies when these countries negotiate with big economic partners, for example, the EU. 
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The small countries then have an MRA template presented to them to sign for AEO mutual 

recognition. According to ACA1, the implication from the negotiation between a small 

country and a big country is that the big country gains more benefits than the smaller one. 

Also, big countries often have solutions for data exchange and data protection technology 

which are more advanced than those of small countries. Therefore, it is challenging to find 

standardised ways of exchanging data. Because of these reasons, interviewee ACA1 

concluded that the chances of small economies negotiating MRAs with big economies are 

low. ACA1 said: 

I've seen countries want MRAs that are prepared for it, but their economies are too 

small, or they're not part of the big value chain or supply chains. And then the other 

partner, the bigger partner might say, well, yes, you're interesting, but I have 10 

other countries in front of you.” 

4.5.2 Trade indicator 

Research participants were recruited to provide opinions about whether ‘export volume’ is a 

genuine factor and if so, how it affects MRA negotiations. Most participants agreed that it is 

a factor that impacts MRA negotiations. Countries consider ‘export volume’ as an indicator 

or an economic reason to choose potential MRA partners, and those with the largest export 

volume are most likely to be chosen. Five interviewees indicated that one of the reasons for 

countries to have MRAs with others is that these countries want to support their exporters in 

the larger export markets. For example, interviewee ACA1 explained that export volume is 

a factor for countries that want to support their exporters to obtain the benefits on the other 

countries where an MRA is in place. 

Furthermore, ‘import volume’, as stated by interviewee ACA1, needs to be considered in the 

MRA negotiations. With information from imports, according to ACA1, countries’ risk 

management is likely to be improved. However, parties in MRA negotiations should also 

have balanced trade (mutual benefits related to a bilateral trade) to attract each other. 

Otherwise, according to ACA1, one side could lose interest in MRA negotiations. 

Therefore, the reasons for countries to achieve MRAs with others is to improve their risk 

management for imports, and ‘import volume’ is an indicator to select prospective MRA 

partners. 

While the volume of both exports and imports was discussed, five interviewees indicated 

that trade is an economic reason that promotes countries to have MRAs with each other. 

However, trade is more general and comprises features, such as trade volume (import, 
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export and service), trading history, trading partners, or trading patterns. The WCO MRA 

Strategy Guide also recommends that a customs administration should analyse bilateral 

trade with potential MRA partners to determine whether it would benefit from an MRA 

before entering into negotiations (WCO, 2018c). Therefore, according to five interviewees, 

such trade features should be considered in the negotiation of MRAs. ACA3 provided 

examples in which ‘trade volume’ is considered a factor in Mexico and Canada, and the EU. 

In addition, interviewees CO1, ACA2 and PS6 said that a country should consider trade 

volumes with other countries because a low trade volume is not attractive for MRAs. 

Interviewee IO1 explained how ‘trade volume’ impacts AEO MRAs by providing an 

example, as follows: 

Australia has got adopted AEO exporters exporting to India or Vietnam, then that 

country should be the priority because the key benefit of the MRA is that your 

export is being facilitated in the importing country. So, I would choose the first 

country when I have got the biggest trade volume subject to the fact that that country 

also has an AEO program. 

Another important feature of trade is ‘trading partner’. Five interviewees stated that ‘trading 

partner’ is critical or most important, and is often considered an indicator for prioritising 

MRA partners. Interviewee CO2 suggested that MRAs with key trading partners must be 

achievable and beneficial for his country. Meantime, interviewees CO7, ACA1 and ACA2 

asserted that a country should consider choosing its biggest trading partners to initiate MRA 

negotiations. 

Interviewee ACA1 indicated that not only should volume of trade be considered, but also its 

value, while negotiator CO2 confirmed that his country used the value of export to 

determine the top 10 key trading partners. Interviewee CO5 explained how, in his 

experience, major trading partners are chosen for potential MRAs. Interviewee CO5 

commented: 

When I was a customs officer in the EU, of course, we looked into the most 

important trading partners for EU. And that was similar because the most important 

trading partners were also looking for MRAs with the EU. So, China, Japan and the 

US were the quite obvious first choice to start negotiations with …. 

Interviewee CO5 also discussed that major trading partners are then approached to obtain 

information as to whether they are interested and whether their AEO programs are 

operational. When considering ‘trade patterns’ (for example, types of trading commodity), 

three interviewees regarded ‘trade patterns’ as a factor impacting MRA negotiations. 
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Interviewee CO1 indicated that a large proportion of small and medium AEOs are involved 

in moving multiple types of commodities across borders and these AEOs have a large 

number of customs declarations. Similarly, according to interviewee CO5 and IO2, ‘trade 

patterns’ is related to ‘trade volume’ because some commodities could have a large volume 

but only require few resources from customs management. 

4.6 Psychological factors 

In the existing literature, ‘trust in a trading partner’s regulatory environment’ was regarded 

as a factor impacting MRA negotiations. For the current study, the issue of trust was 

reviewed with survey respondents and interviewees who are MRA experts in the relevant 

field of MRA negotiations. Subsequently, their responses helped to determine whether it is a 

genuine factor and if so, how it impacts such negotiations. 

Interviewees indicated that ‘trust in a trading partner’s regulatory environment’ is an 

important factor impacting MRA negotiations. If such ‘trust’ is not sufficient or limited, it 

may be a challenge for two countries to achieve an MRA. For example, interviewee CO6 

indicated that if a country does not trust others, it would never negotiate an MRA. 

According to interviewee ACA1, ‘trust’ is currently considered a big problem for MRAs. 

‘Trust’ plays a vital role in MRAs as it can help build a country’s reputation and attract 

more partners to achieve MRAs. Meantime, interviewee ACA2 agreed with ACA1 by 

indicating that ‘trust’ is like gravity in that it helps to more easily attract MRA partners. A 

country with little trust or ‘weak gravity’ cannot attract other countries into MRA 

negotiations. 

Interviewees also provided other reasons why ‘trust’ has an impact on MRA negotiations. 

‘Trust’ is attributable to other elements, such as national sovereignty, risks in supply chains 

and the regulatory environment. According to interviewees IO1 and ACA1 regarding 

national sovereignty, several countries want to remain in complete charge of border and 

management controls. These countries remain hesitant to transfer some of these controls to 

other countries. If so, the duplication of controls, which is the main aim of MRAs, will not 

be reduced. However, interviewee IO1 explained that in the context of MRAs, countries’ 

national sovereignty is not diminished because they retain complete powers over border 

controls and can exercise whatever action is required on any entities in their jurisdiction. 

The relationship between ‘trust’ and ‘national sovereignty’ was highlighted by ACA2 and 
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IO1: 

The question of trust is related to national sovereignty. It means to keep the control 

in one hand and not to deliver certain kinds of control to the other government… 

when you talk about sovereignty, it's also related to how to keep the whole control 

over the borders. And it's related to trust also. ACA2 

MRA is trust-based, you are going to trust the authorisation granted to the traders of 

the other country. It does not take away your national sovereignty; you are not going 

to relax any of your control measures, high-risk management. IO1 

Interviewee CO2 stated that ‘trust’ is related to ‘risks in supply chains’. According to CO2, 

his country has not engaged in MRA negotiations with other countries, in which the supply 

chain or customs administration are considered to have unacceptable risk. When further 

asked to provide clarification of where unacceptable risks occurred, CO2 explained that 

unacceptable risks refer to endemic corruption at official levels as well as outsourcing of 

AEO validations to a third party. Contrary to the opinion of CO2, interviewee CO5 

commented that risks in supply chains are increased if there is no MRA in place to reduce 

those risks. Participant CO5 argued: 

If you mean risks that trade will be harmed with that country. If you don't have an 

MRA, that could be a potential risk. You would have a potential security risk, if you 

don't have an MRA between those countries to reduce that risk. 

Risk management is considered an advanced method for customs management. Thus, the 

effective application of risk management in any customs administration could build ‘trust’ 

and enhance ‘trust’ in other customs administrations by effectively managing risks in supply 

chains. Interviewee CO5 explained that MRAs have a role to play in directing customs 

resources to high-risk sources. According to CO5, fewer physical examinations are required 

for AEO companies, which means that customs control for these AEOs id reduced and 

customs resources can focus on other companies for getting better results for customs 

management. The comments from CO5 were supported by interviewees CO1 and ACA1, as 

follows: 

When the pre-arrival information of consignments is available, it will be very 

important to identify the risks of imported goods... almost imported goods from 

AEOs are compliant, so there could be fewer resources deployed for controlling 

these consignments and direct to high-risk consignments. CO1 

You can make those AEO companies lower risk rates in your own country and 

concentrate the risk and control resources on other companies than AEO companies. 

ACA1 

‘Trust’ is also attributable to the regulatory environment. Each country has a characteristic 
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of the regulatory environment regarding customs management (for example, audits and 

controls mechanisms), authorisations, or other controls (for example, data protection). 

According to participant CO6, some countries’ regulatory environments, are not stable or 

are “in a very dictatorship-like” practice because they do not hesitate to break “the rule of 

law”. Interviewee CO6 advised that these countries should not be negotiated with. When 

interviewee CO6 was asked what types of countries her country is unlikely to achieve 

MRAs with, the answer was dictatorship countries that do not apply the rule of law. Two 

other interviewees indicated that confidence in or sufficient trust of the other countries’ 

regulatory environment is built by how these countries administer activities such as audits, 

control mechanisms, authorisations and data protection. According to interviewees CO7 and 

CO5, these activities need to be included in MRA negotiations to build trust. 

Corruption leads to distrust in a country in which it is commonplace. According to 

interviewee CO5, if a country has issues with integrity, this country also has a trust issue. 

Having agreed with CO5, interviewee ACA1 further confirmed that if a country has a 

problem with trust which could be attributed to legislation or corruption, then this has an 

impact on MRA negotiations. In addition, when corruption takes place, it leads to other 

supply chain risks, for example, smuggling and reputation for security. Therefore, as stated 

by participant IO2, before trusting a country, it is necessary to examine the country’s 

corruption, smuggling and reputation for security. An example was provided by interviewee 

IO1 highlighting the implication of integrity issues (for example, corruption): 

There were complaints from the genuine private sector, AEOs, they said that some 

companies were certified as AEOs when they did not meet the criteria and 

requirements…where to get certified if there was a container coming from an AEO 

exporter declaring as flower and when it went through, I think Bangkok Port 

somewhere it was found full of ivory products. So, this could be dangerous because I 

am going to trust you, and the data is going already to show bad companies. Then 

maybe you can give benefits in your country, but sorry I don’t know how to give 

benefits in this situation. IO1 

Although ‘trust’ is attributable to many sources (for example, national sovereignty, 

corruption, regulatory environment and risks in the supply chain), interviewees suggested 

several measures for building ‘trust’ and maintaining ‘trust’ in other countries. Firstly, as 

presented by ACA1, ‘trust’ in terms of MRAs means a country trusts the status of AEO 

companies in other countries and trusts the controls carried out by these countries. 

Therefore, according to IO1, it is necessary to reduce other countries’ concerns about the 

quality of AEO validation by enhancing the capacity of validators. 
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Secondly, ‘trust’ should also be built by better preparation, such as by learning prospective 

MRA partners’ culture and history. As suggested by CO5, a country should spend time to 

learn about the culture and history of prospective MRA countries to understand and prepare 

for the differences which could arise. 

Thirdly, meetings are important to build trust because, also according to CO5, a country 

cannot build trust unless it meets its counterpart. Additionally, joint validation is also 

important to assist in developing trust among partners. In this regard, interviewee IO1 

explained: 

When you go for joint validation, the validation aspect has been very important. 

During the negotiation, if the country doubts or if there is any concern that how you 

are going to validate because you might just go and say everything is there. But only 

go and see, you find somethings are missing. For example, there is no security, 

perimeter security, or there is no access control. So, the quality and effectiveness of 

the validation and the expertise you have in your country, the pool of validators, 

that's important. Because ultimately, I'm going to trust, I'm going to believe the work 

done by a validator for that company because nobody's going to look at it. 

5. Conclusion 

This chapter focused on the analysis of qualitative data. Section 2 outlined the application of 

the thematic technique in analysing the qualitative data and Sections 3 and 4 presented the 

findings from such data analysis. 

The next chapter addresses the analysis of the quantitative aspects of the study. 
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CHAPTER 6: QUANTITATIVE DATA ANALYSIS 

1. Introduction 

Having addressed the qualitative data aspects of this research in Chapter 5, this chapter 

outlines quantitative data analysis by using descriptive statistics. First, the chapter analyses 

the survey respondents’ awareness of MRA tools as well as their opinions about the future 

of regional AEO programs, multilateral MRAs and a prospective global MRA. Second, the 

chapter focuses on using descriptive statistics for analysing factors that impact on MRA 

negotiations. Third, information regarding two elements of ‘MRA lobbying’ and ‘customs 

cooperative agreements’ identified during the interviews with research participants are 

analysed. The chapter concludes with a summary of its content. 

2. Data cleaning 

As indicated in Section 4.2.1 of Chapter 3, data cleaning is a process used to reduce the 

impact of missing values on a study. The design of the survey questions used particular 

features to minimise missing data, which include the use of dropdown menus (see Question 

1, Appendix B), single answers (see Questions 3, 5 to 7, 10 to 12, 14 and 15, Appendix B), 

matrix (see Question 8, Appendix B), open-ended questions (see Question 2, 4, 8, 9, 11, 13 

to 19, Appendix B), and choices of ‘Unsure’ or ‘Not applicable’ (see Question 5, 6, 7, 8, 10 

to 12, Appendix B). However, missing data were inevitable due to several reasons, such as 

forgotten or skipped answers, lost files, improperly recorded datasets and irrelevant data. 

Therefore, this section attempted to identify and report where the missing data are and 

presented appropriate treatment of missing data. Missing data was identified by the use of 

descriptive statistics in the SPSS. Table 6.1 displays a summary of missing values (cases). 

Table 6.1 

Summary of Missing Values (Cases) 

Survey question 
Missing cases Valid cases 

Case Percentage Case Percentage 

Question 18 11 18.0 50 82.0 

Question 17 8 13.1 53 86.9 

Question 14 8 13.1 53 86.9 

Question 8_Data integrity 2 3.3 59 96.7 

Question 8_Trust 1 1.6 60 98.4 

Question 8_Economic size 1 1.6 60 98.4 

Question 8_Trader awareness 1 1.6 60 98.4 

Question 8_Resource allocation 1 1.6 60 98.4 
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Survey question 
Missing cases Valid cases 

Case Percentage Case Percentage 

Question 8_High level commitment 1 1.6 60 98.4 

Question 8_NTBs 1 1.6 60 98.4 

Question 8_Political will 1 1.6 60 98.4 

Question 7 1 1.6 60 98.4 

Source: Author 

As displayed in Table 6.1, Question 8 has the largest number of missing cases (11 cases) or 

50 survey respondents (82% of all respondents) indicated their answers to this question. 

Question 14 and 17 have eight missing cases, amounted to 13.1%. There were two 

respondents did not provide answers to Question 8_Data integrity, which leads to two 

missing cases (3.3%). Meantime, only one respondent did not provide answers to Question 

7, and Question 8 (Trust, Economic size, Trader awareness, Resource allocation, High level 

commitment, NTBs and Political will). 

From the analysis of missing data as presented in Table 6.1, it is assumed that missing data 

in the survey occurred because survey respondents skipped to provide their answers in some 

questions. The descriptive statistics were used in the quantitative analysis of survey data. 

Therefore, the author chose to use the original dataset for descriptive statistics, with 

reporting missing values where appropriate. 

3. Respondents’ knowledge and consideration of MRA tools 

As identified in the literature review and the chapter on data collection (Chapter 4), the 

MRA tools developed by the WCO currently available are designed to facilitate the 

negotiation of AEO MRAs, in particular, the WCO MRA Guidelines, the WCO TIN 

Guidelines and the WCO MRA Strategy Guide. Therefore, these three tools were integrated 

into the survey questions (see Question 7, 10, 11, 12 and 13 in Appendix B) to obtain data 

regarding the respondents’ opinions of the tools and their usage. This section analyses and 

discusses the responses received regarding the WCO TIN Guidelines, the WCO MRA 

Guidelines and the WCO MRA Strategy Guide. 

3.1 Utilisation of the WCO MRA Guidelines 

Question 10 ‘Does your country make use of the Guidelines for developing a mutual 

recognition arrangement/agreement (the MRA Guidelines) to guide the AEO MRA 

negotiations with other countries?’ in the survey was designed to obtain information from 
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respondents concerning the use of the WCO MRA Guidelines in their countries. The results 

of their responses are shown in Table 6.2. 

Table 6.2 

Does Your Country Make Use the WCO MRA Guidelines to Guide the AEO MRA 

Negotiations with Other Countries? 

Response Number of 

respondents 

Percentage 

Yes 32 52.5 

No 8 13.1 

Unsure 17 27.9 

Not applicable 4 6.6 

Total 61  

Source: Author 

As shown in Table 6.2, thirty-two respondents (or 52.5% of all respondents) said their 

countries used the WCO MRA Guidelines, while only eight respondents (or 13.1% of all 

respondents) said their countries did not use this guide. However, responses such as ‘unsure’ 

and ‘not applicable’ remained at a high percentage with 27.87% answering ‘unsure’ and 

6.56% answering ‘not applicable’. 

Table 6.3 shows the respondents’s country of residence crosstabulated with their answers 

regarding the use of the WCO MRA Guidelines. Respondents from 23 countries indicated 

that the WCO MRA Guidelines are used in their countries to guide their MRA negotiations 

with other countries. There were some contradictory responses by survey respondents from 

the same country, which was the case for respondents from Sweden, Turkey and the US. 
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Table 6.3 

Crosstabulation of the Respondents’ Country of Residence and the Use of MRA Guidelines 

Respondents’ country 

of residence 

Use of WCO MRA Guidelines 
Total 

Yes No Unsure Not applicable 

Afghanistan 0 1 0 0 1 

Australia 5 0 1 1 7 

Belgium 0 1 2 0 3 

Brazil 1 0 0 0 1 

Chile 1 0 0 0 1 

Finland 0 1 1 0 2 

Ghana 1 0 0 0 1 

Greece 0 0 1 0 1 

India 0 0 1 0 1 

Indonesia 1 0 0 0 1 

Italy 1 0 1 0 2 

Jamaica 1 0 0 0 1 

Japan 0 1 0 0 1 

Malaysia 1 0 0 0 1 

Mexico 2 0 1 0 3 

Mozambique 0 0 1 0 1 

Namibia 2 0 0 0 2 

Netherlands 2 0 1 0 3 

New Zealand 2 0 0 0 2 

Pakistan 1 0 0 0 1 

Poland 0 0 1 0 1 

Portugal 0 0 1 0 1 

Singapore 0 0 1 0 1 

Slovakia 1 0 0 0 1 

Slovenia 0 0 1 0 1 

South Africa 1 0 0 0 1 

Sweden 1 2 0 1 4 

Switzerland 0 0 0 1 1 

Turkey 1 1 0 0 2 

Uganda 1 0 0 0 1 

Ukraine 1 0 0 0 1 

UAE 0 0 0 1 1 

UK 3 0 2 0 5 

US 1 1 0 0 2 

Vietnam 1 0 1 0 2 

Total 32 8 17 4 61 

Source: Author 

Eight respondents who gave ‘no’ answers to Question 10 were further asked in Question 11 

about whether any other guidelines are used in their countries, but only six of eight 

respondents provided an answer. The results from responses to Question 11 are shown in 

Figure 6.1. Three respondents were ‘unsure’ about their countries having their own MRA 
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guidelines. The answer ‘no’ was received from one respondent while the other two 

respondents answered ‘not applicable’ for Question 11. 

Figure 6.1 

Responses about the Use of MRA Guidelines 

 
Source: Author 

3.2 Awareness of the WCO MRA Strategy Guide 

With the publication of the WCO MRA Strategy Guide in 2018, Question 12 ‘Are you 

familiar with AEO Mutual Recognition Strategy Guide (the WCO MRA Strategy Guide)?’ 

in the survey was devised to obtain answers about the respondents’ awareness of and 

familiarity with this guide. Responses collected from this question are shown in Table 6.4, 

in which 32 respondents (or 52.4% of the respondents) indicated that they are aware of the 

WCO MRA Strategy Guide. Meanwhile, 21 respondents (or 34.4% of the respondents) 

indicated that they are not familiar with this guide. The remaining 13.1% (or eight 

respondents) indicated that they are ‘unsure’. Participants were also asked (in an open-ended 

question) to indicate their understanding of the difference between the WCO MRA 

Guidelines and the WCO MRA Strategy Guide. Data collected from open-ended survey 

questions were analysed in the qualitative analysis in Chapter 4. 
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Table 6.4 

Are You Familiar with AEO Mutual Recognition Strategy Guide (the WCO MRA Strategy 

Guide)? 

Response Number of 

respondents 

Percentage 

Yes 32 52.5 

No 21 34.4 

Unsure 8 13.1 

Total 61  

Source: Author 

 

3.3 Respondents’ perceptions on the effectiveness of the WCO MRA Strategy 

Guide 

In the survey, Question 14 ‘The MRA Strategy Guide will help promote the achievement of 

bilateral and/or regional MRAs.’ used a five-point Likert type scale to gain an insight into 

the effectiveness of the WCO MRA Strategy Guide for the future achievement of bilateral 

and regional MRAs. Responses from Question 14 helped evaluate the WCO MRA Strategy 

Guide as a facilitative tool for MRA negotiations. The results from the responses to 

Question 14 are shown in Table 6.5. 

Table 6.5 

The MRA Strategy Guide Will Help Promote the Achievement of Bilateral and/or Regional 

MRAs 

Response Number of 

respondents 

Percentage 

Strongly disagree 1 1.6 

Disagree 2 3.3 

Neutral 18 29.5 

Agree 17 27.9 

Strongly agree 15 24.6 

No response (missing data) 8 13.1 

Total 61  

Source: Author 

 

Table 6.5 indicates the respondents’ perceptions of the WCO MRA Strategy Guide's effect 

on the future achievement of bilateral and regional MRAs. Eighteen respondents gave a 

‘neutral’ answer, which accounts for 29.5% of all respondents. The number of respondents 

who agreed and strongly agreed with the statement is 17 (or 27.9% of all the respondents) 

and 15 (or 24.6% of all the respondents), respectively. Respondents who disagreed (two 
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respondents) and strongly disagreed (one respondent) accounted for 3.3% and 1.6% of all 

the respondents, respectively. Eight respondents did not provide an answer to Question 14. 

3.4 WCO TIN Guidelines 

The survey respondents were asked in Question 7 about whether the WCO TIN Guidelines 

help overcome challenges in MRA negotiations and promote/facilitate MRA negotiation and 

implementation. The responses regarding the WCO TIN Guidelines are shown in Table 6.6. 

Approximately half of the respondents (47.5%) agreed that the WCO TIN Guidelines would 

help resolve and overcome challenges concerning data protection, data exchange, and data 

integrity and help promote MRA negotiations and implementation. The proportion of 

respondents who answered ‘No’ was 14.8%, while 22 respondents (or 36.1%) indicated that 

they are ‘unsure’ or ‘not familiar’ with the WCO TIN Guidelines. One respondent did not 

answer Question 7. 

Table 6.6 

Do You Think the Release of the WCO TIN Guidelines in 2018 Help Promote MRA 

Negotiations and Implementation? 

Response Number of 

respondents 

Percentage 

Yes 29 47.5 

No 9 14.8 

Unsure 14 23.0 

Not familiar with the WCO TIN 

Guidelines 

8 13.1 

No response (missing data) 1 1.6 

Total 61  

Source: Author 

 

4. Future of multilateral MRA initiatives and a global MRA 

4.1 Regional AEO programs and multilateral MRAs 

Regional AEO programs and multilateral MRAs have been discussed previously by many 

researchers and scholars. While the bilateral approach is often regarded as increasing 

international costs for the stakeholders involved, it has coped with many struggles, such as 

inconsistent criteria in the implementation of AEO programs. Therefore, most of these 

studies note that regional AEO programs and multilateral MRAs are a promising approach 

that could significantly decrease the number of bilateral MRAs. 
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This study sought to gain international experts' perceptions in the field as to whether the 

increase of regional AEO programs and multilateral MRAs will be a major trend in the next 

ten years. This statement was designed as a question integrated into the survey questions 

(Question 17). A five-point Likert type scale was employed to determine the extent of 

agreement among survey respondents towards the future of regional AEO programs and 

multilateral MRAs. In this section, data collected from the participants’s survey responses 

are analysed by descriptive techniques using tables and charts to highlight the results. Table 

6.7 shows the results of respondents’ perceptions of the future of regional AEO programs 

and multilateral MRAs. 

Table 6.7 

The Increase of Regional AEO Programs and Plurilateral MRAs Will Be A Major Trend in 

the Next Ten Years 

Response Number of 

respondents 

Percentage 

Strongly disagree 2 3.3 

Disagree 1 1.6 

Neutral 12 19.7 

Agree 21 34.4 

Strongly agree 17 27.9 

No response (missing data) 8 13.1 

Total 61  

Source: Author 

As seen in Table 6.7, there are eight cases in which survey respondents failed to provide an 

answer. Twelve respondents recorded a ‘neutral’ response, which accounted for 19.7%. 

Respondents who agreed (21) and strongly agreed (17 experts) with the statement accounted 

for 39.6% and 32.1% respectively. Only three respondents disagreed or strongly disagreed 

with the statement, representing 5.9% of total respondents. 

4.2 Respondents’ perceptions of the future of a global MRA 

The topic of a global MRA has been discussed previously among researchers and scholars. 

The WCO predicts the future of AEO programs to include “the eventual development of an 

international system of mutual recognition” (WCO, 2007, p. 55). However, most researchers 

and practitioners still perceive it as a long-term goal. To further research this subject and 

quantify perceptions from international experts in the field, Question 18 in the survey 

proposed a statement ‘A global MRA will become a reality’. Data collected from this 

question indicated how international experts perceive this matter and to what extent they 

agree with this statement. The survey responses are shown in Table 6.8. 
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Table 6.8 

A Global MRA Will Become a Reality 

Response Number of 

respondents 

Percentage 

Strongly disagree 8 13.1 

Disagree 13 21.3 

Neutral 9 14.8 

Agree 13 21.3 

Strongly agree 7 11.5 

No response (missing data) 11 18.0 

Total 61  

Source: Author 

Table 6.8 shows respondents’ perceptions of the future of a global MRA. There are 11 

missing responses. It can be seen that the neutral responses of nine respondents, accounted 

for 18% of all respondents. The number of respondents who disagree with the statement (21 

respondents or 42% of all respondents) is only slightly higher than those who agree with the 

statement (20 respondents or 40% of all respondents). This indicates that this issue is a 

divisive one. 

5. Factors impacting the negotiation of MRAs 

Survey respondents were asked to indicate their views on factors impacting the negotiation 

of AEO MRAs using the five-point Likert scale. The five levels were: 1 - significant 

negative impact, 2 - minimal negative impact, 3 - no impact, 4 -minimal positive impact and 

5 - significant positive impact. However, it was later identified that an error was made in 

creating the survey questions as there was no definition or explanation provided to the 

respondents to specify how factors could positively or negatively affect the negotiation of 

AEO MRAs. Therefore, the data gathered from responses to these questions only indicate 

whether or not the various factors impact the negotiation of MRAs. The factor variables are 

categorised in terms of their characteristics and evaluated using descriptive statistics. As 

indicated in Section 4.2.2 of Chapter 3, factors are grouped similar to those categories of 

factors in the literature review to facilitate the analysis of quantitative data. 

5.1 Political factors 

Four factors were categorised ‘political factors’. Survey participants indicated their 

perceptions on the impact these factors have on the negotiation of AEO MRAs. The 

distribution of their responses is displayed in the following table. 
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Table 6.9 

Political Factors 
Political 

factors 

No impact Some impact N/A Total 

responses Responses Percentage Responses Percentage Responses Percentage 

Political will 1 1.7 52 86.7 7 11.7 60 

National 

sovereignty 

11 18.0 44 72.1 6 9.8 61 

Non-tariff 

barriers 

2 3.3 49 81.7 9 15.0 60 

Import 

clearance 

time 

5 8.2 47 77.0 9 14.8 61 

Source: Author 

As shown in Table 6.9, four factors under the category ‘political factors’ were analysed to 

provide descriptive statistics. Among the 61 respondents participating in the survey, 61 

responses were received for each of the two factors ‘national sovereignty’ and ‘import 

clearance time’, while the factors of ‘political will’ and ‘non-tariff barriers’ were rated by 60 

respondents. A majority of respondents indicated that the four factors within this category 

have some impact on the negotiation of AEO MRAs, of which ‘political will’ received the 

highest rating (86% of respondents). 

5.2 Regulatory factors 

Regarding ‘regulatory factors’, respondents rated the impact of four factors on the 

negotiation of AEO MRAs, as shown in Table 6.10. 

Table 6.10 

Regulatory Factors 

Regulatory 

factors 

No impact Some impact N/A Total 

responses Responses Percentage Responses Percentage Responses Percentage 

SAFE 

compliance  

1 1.6 55 90.2 5 8.2 61 

AEO 

program 

scope 

3 4.9 55 90.2 3 4.9 61 

AEO 

program 

focus 

3 4.9 55 90.2 3 4.9 61 

Dispute 

resolution 

procedures 

7 11.5 50 82.0 4 6.6 61 

 Source: Author 

Table 6.10 indicates that all 61 respondents provided their perceptions of ‘regulatory 

factors’. A majority (90.2%) of survey respondents expressed their opinion that all four 

factors impact the negotiation of AEO MRAs. Only a minor proportion of respondents 
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indicated that the factors were either not applicable or had no impact. For example, 4.9% of 

survey respondents rated either ‘the scope of AEO programs’ or ‘the focus of AEO 

programs’ as having no impact, and 4.9% also indicated that these two factors were ‘not 

applicable’. 

5.3 Organisational factors 

'Organisational factors’ comprises five different factors, as listed in Table 5.15. The 

respondents’ perceptions of their impact on the negotiation of AEO MRAs are shown in 

Table 6.11. 

Table 6.11 

Organisational Factors 

Organisational 

factors 

No impact Some impact N/A Total 

responses Responses Percentage Responses Percentage Responses Percentage 

Internal 

commitment 

3 5.0 51 85.0 6 10.0 60 

Resource 

allocation 

6 10.0 52 86.7 2 3.3 60 

MRA training 5 8.2 49 80.3 7 11.5 61 

Trader 

awareness  

4 6.7 49 81.7 7 11.7 60 

MRA benefits 2 3.3 54 88.5 5 8.2 61 

Source: Author 

Table 6.11 illustrates the results of respondents’ perceptions about the impact of 

organisational factors on the negotiation of AEO MRAs. Over 80% of respondents agreed 

that these five factors have some impact on the negotiation of AEO MRAs, of which ‘MRA 

benefits’ received the largest number of responses (88.5%). Forty-nine respondents 

indicated that ‘MRA training’ has some impact on the negotiation of AEO MRAs, 

accounting for 80.3% of respondents. 

5.4 Technical factors 

Technical factors include ‘privacy and data protection’, ‘data exchange’ and ‘data integrity’. 

The respondents’ perceptions of the impact of these factors on the negotiation of AEO 

MRAs are shown in Table 6.12. 
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Table 6.12 

Technical Factors 

Technical 

factors 

No impact Some impact N/A 
Total 

responses Responses Percentage Responses Percentage Responses Percentage 

Privacy 

and Data 

protection 

3 4.9 55 90.2 3 4.9 61 

Data 

exchange 

4 6.6 53 86.9 4 6.6 61 

Data 

integrity 

3 5.1 51 86.4 5 8.5 59 

Source: Author 

 

As shown in Table 6.12, a majority of respondents rated the three factors as having some 

impact on the negotiation of AEO MRAs. ‘privacy and data protection’ received the most 

responses, with 90.2%. ‘data exchange’ and ‘data integrity’ also received responses from 

86.9% and 86.4% of respondents, respectively, who indicated that these two factors have 

some impact. 

5.5 Economic factors 

‘Economic size’ and ‘export volume in the bilateral trade’ are categorised in this study as 

economic factors. The respondents’ perceptions of the impact of these factors on the 

negotiation of AEO MRAs are shown in Table 6.13. 

Table 6.13 

Economic Factors 

Economic 

factors 

No impact Some impact N/A Total 

responses 

Responses Percentage Responses Percentage Responses Percentage 

 

Economic 

size 

17 28.3 37 61.7 6 10.0 60 

Export 

volume 

6 9.8 50 82.0 5 8.2 61 

Source: Author 

Table 6.13 shows that 82% of respondents agreed that ‘export volume’ has some impact on 

the negotiation of AEO MRAs, and 28.3% of respondents indicated that this factor has no 

impact. Meanwhile, only 61.7% of respondents indicated that ‘economic size’ has some 

impact. 

5.6 Psychological factors 

Just one factor was categorised as a ‘psychological factor’. The respondents’ perceptions of 

the impact of this factor on the negotiation of AEO MRAs are shown in Table 6.14. 
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Table 6.14 

Psychological Factors 

Psychological 

factors 

No impact Some impact N/A 
Total 

responses Responses Percentage Responses Percentage Responses Percentage 

Trust  3 5.0 54 90.0 3 5.0 60 

Source: Author 

Table 6.14 shows that 60 respondents rated this factor, and a majority of them (90%) agreed 

that it has some impact on the negotiation of AEO MRAs, while 10% of respondents 

indicated that this factor either has no impact or is not applicable. 

6. MRA lobbying and customs cooperative agreements 

Two other elements identified from several interviews were MRA lobbying (from private 

sector MRA lobbyists or MRA groups) and the existence of customs cooperative 

agreements (CCA). At the time of conducting the survey, however, these two elements were 

not determined as factors that could have impact on the negotiation of AEO MRAs. These 

elements were included into the survey questions (See Question 5 and 6 in Appendix B). 

This section analyses and discusses data regarding MRA lobbying and the presence of 

CMAA in the respondents’ countries. 

6.1 MRA lobbying 

Respondents were asked in Question 5 whether they think the private sector may lobby the 

government of a country through national trade/transport associations to enter into AEO 

MRAs with other countries. The respondents’ answers indicated the respondents’ opinions 

about the exercise of MRA lobbying in the MRA negotiation process, as displayed in Table 

6.15. 

Table 6.15 

Do You Think the Government of a Country Might Be Lobbied by the Private Sector to 

Enter into AEO MRAs with other Countries? 

Response Number of 

respondents 

Percentage 

Yes 49 80.3 

No 10 16.4 

Unsure 2 3.3 

Total 61  

Source: Author 

As shown in Table 6.15, a majority (80.33%) of respondents indicated that there might be 

lobby practices by the private sector through national trade/transport associations to enter 
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into AEO MRAs with other countries. Only a small proportion of them (3.3% of 

respondents) indicated that they were unsure about these practices, while those who gave a 

definite answer ‘No’ accounted for 16.4%. 

6.2 Customs cooperative agreements 

In Question 6 of the survey, respondents were asked whether their countries have 

cooperative agreements (for example, CMAA or CCA) with other customs administrations 

to facilitate the exchange of supply chain security and risk management information. As 

shown in Table 6.16, a majority of respondents (48 respondents or 78.7% of all respondents) 

indicated that their countries have some types of customs cooperative agreements. Thirteen 

respondents (or 21.3% of all respondents) responded ‘no’, ‘unsure’ or ‘not applicable’. 

Table 6.16 

Does Your Country Have Cooperative Agreements with other Customs Administrations to 

Facilitate the Exchange of Supply Chain Security and Risk Management Information? 

Response Number of 

respondents 

Percentage 

Yes 48 78.7 

No 3 4.9 

Unsure 7 11.5 

Not applicable 3 4.9 

Total 61  

Source: Author 

7. Conclusion 

This chapter has documented the quantitative data analysis. Numeric data were analysed 

using descriptive statistics to provide results about the respondents’ understanding of MRA 

tools, the future of regional initiatives and a prospective global MRA. Descriptive statistics 

were also used to analyse factors impacting on MRA negotiations. During the interviews 

with research participants, there was an analysis of information regarding two further 

elements of ‘MRA lobbying’ and ‘customs cooperative agreements’. 

The next chapter presents the integration of the analysed results and a discussion of those 

results. 
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CHAPTER 7: INTEGRATION 

1. Introduction 

In the convergent parallel design of mixed-methods research, two forms of data are analysed 

to generate results which are then integrated and interpreted to provide a more 

comprehensive understanding of the research problem (Bazeley, 2008; Creswell, 2003). 

Here, joint displays are used to present the quantitative and qualitative results 

simultaneously, where relevant, in the form of a table or figure. The process of data 

integration in a joint display is regarded as an advanced approach due to its capability to 

provide greater visualisation, improving interpretation of both the qualitative and 

quantitative data (Guetterman et al., 2015). 

2. Factors impacting on the negotiation of MRAs 

Throughout the study, factors identified as impacting on the negotiation of MRAs have been 

grouped according to their characteristics. These include factors identified in the literature, 

as well as several other factors that have emerged during the course of the current study. 

Based on the quantitative and qualitative analysis in previous chapters, the factors are 

discussed in terms of their impact on MRA negotiations (for example, pre-, during and post- 

negotiations) and their relationship to such negotiations. Each section is presented in a 

vertical side-by-side joint display format for both the quantitative results and qualitative 

findings, followed by mixed-methods interpretation and discussion. 

2.1 Political ties and geopolitical considerations 

The existing literature does not address political ties and geopolitical considerations in 

relation to MRA negotiations. The current findings from the mixed-methods study have 

identified and confirmed that these factors, among others, have an impact on the 

negotiations. The use of thematic analysis also explains how these two factors impact such 

negotiations, as demonstrated in Table 7.1. These findings indicated that ‘political ties’ and 

‘geopolitical considerations’ are factors that impact on both the MRA preparation and 

negotiation phases. The study found that a country would consider those partners with 

which it has political ties (for example, friendly relationships) and in which the geopolitical 

conditions are suitable (for example, regional ties and common land borders) in their 

decision to invite or accept MRA negotiations. Therefore, ‘political ties’ and ‘geopolitical 

considerations’ are among the reasons for a country’s decision to progress MRAs. 
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A limitation of this study, however, is that the convergent parallel mixed-methods research 

approach could not determine the extent to which ‘political ties’ and ‘geopolitical 

considerations’ impact MRA negotiations. Thus, it is recommended that these factors are 

further studied in future research. 

Table 7.1 

Factors of Political Ties and Geopolitical Considerations 

Domain Side-by-side joint display for mixed-methods interpretation 

 

Political ties 

Quantitative results 

There were no results from this analysis as ‘political ties’ was not 

identified in the literature review as a factor impacting MRA 

negotiations. 

 

Qualitative findings 

The findings obtained from the thematic analysis suggested that ‘political 

ties’ are an important factor affecting MRA negotiations in both bilateral 

and multilateral initiatives. Also, this factor is subject to the countries 

being main trading partners and having a friendly relationship. While 

‘political ties’ were not identified in prior studies, they emerged from the 

qualitative data analysis and the findings suggest that ‘political ties’ 

between countries represent a reason for these countries to establish 

MRAs. 

 

Furthermore, evidence from the thematic analysis also served to identify 

how ‘political ties’ impact MRA negotiations. It could be that a country 

simply wants to use MRAs to reinforce their political relationships with 

other countries. In another instance, when countries have a list of many 

prospective MRA partners and cannot conduct negotiations in parallel, 

these countries are most likely to select those with which they have 

political ties, even if it is a country with which they have little bilateral 

trade. Therefore, ‘political ties’ is one reason for a country to want to 

achieve an MRA with another. As indicated by interviewee ACA3, for 

example, “a country wants to have an MRA with another with whom 

they have good relations or with whom it wants to have good relations.” 

According to ACA3, MRA negotiations could be concluded based upon 

how desirable a country sees the other country as a partner due to this 

political relationship. Additionally, if a country has political ties with 

other countries that are also their trading partners, political preference 

would be given to these countries in their list of prospective MRA 

negotiating partners. 

 

Mixed-methods interpretation 

The convergent parallel mixed-methods research approach indicated that 

the quantitative analysis did not identify ‘political ties’ as a factor. The 

use of thematic analysis in the qualitative approach answered the central 

research question, however, in which it recognised that ‘political ties’ is 

an important factor impacting MRA negotiations. In addition, findings 
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Domain Side-by-side joint display for mixed-methods interpretation 

from the qualitative approach also indicated that one of the reasons 

countries want to have MRAs with others is because they have political 

ties with those countries. 

 

 

Geopolitical 

considerations 

Quantitative results 

There were no results from this analysis as ‘geopolitical considerations’ 

was not identified in the literature as a factor impacting MRA 

negotiations. 

 

Qualitative findings 

Evidence was found to support ‘geopolitical considerations’ (for 

example, bilateral and regional relationships, a common land border and 

political instability) as an important factor impacting bilateral and 

regional MRA negotiations. The findings also suggested that 

‘geopolitical considerations’ could be a reason for a country to have 

MRAs with other countries because these countries have regional ties or 

common land borders. Furthermore, if countries within a region have 

trade or customs agreements in place, these arrangements will further 

promote regional ties to pursue regional AEO programs or multilateral 

MRAs. Although prior existing literature has not referred to ‘geopolitical 

considerations’, the qualitative study assisted in confirming it is an 

genuine factor. 

 

In answering how ‘geopolitical considerations’ affect such MRA 

negotiations, the findings highlighted that bilateral and regional ties also 

correspond to important trading partners (a close economic tie). 

Therefore, the main reason for the achievement of MRAs is economic as 

well as for security. This is the case especially for countries with 

common land borders, as the economic benefits would prioritise the 

achievement of MRAs with their neighbours. When these neighbouring 

countries have fully operational, and equivalent AEO programs with each 

other, and then the outcome of MRA negotiations would be promising 

and achievable. 

 

Alternatively, unfriendly relationships may exist between countries and 

territories, which are likely to complicate negotiations and reduce the 

likelihood of their success. Another issue is that a politically unstable 

country often has changes in its national priorities, which would affect all 

international agreements, including MRA negotiations. 

 

Mixed-methods interpretation 

The central research question was addressed using the convergent 

parallel mixed-methods research approach, in which the findings 

supported ‘geopolitical considerations’ as a factor impacting MRA 

negotiations. 
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2.2 Trading partner 

In prior studies, ‘economic size’ and ‘export volume in a bilateral trade’ were identified as 

factors impacting MRA negotiations (Kim, 2017, p. 19). These two factors are characterised 

as economic and were thoroughly examined by the convergent parallel mixed-methods 

research approach in the current study. As presented in Table 7.2, both the quantitative 

results and the qualitative findings were triangulated to answer the central research question. 

The quantitative approach showed that ‘economic size’ and ‘export volume’ were rated by 

survey respondents as factors that have some impact on MRA negotiations. These 

quantitative results support the findings of Kim (2017, p. 19) and confirm the importance of 

these two factors. 

Nevertheless, the thematic analysis in the qualitative study found that most research 

participants suggested factors regarding trade, such as trading partner, economic size, export 

volume/value, import volume/value or trade volume/value, have a strong impact on MRA 

negotiations. These qualitative findings demonstrated three issues. First, ‘economic size’ 

and ‘export volume’ were confirmed as factors influencing MRA negotiations, as indicated 

by Kim (2017, p. 19). Second, the qualitative study also identified ‘trading partner’, ‘trade 

patterns’, ‘export value’, ‘import volume/value’, and to a larger extent, ‘trade volume/value’ 

(both imports and exports) as having an impact on MRA negotiations. Third, several 

countries want to support their exporters in foreign markets so their priority would include 

prospective MRA partners which they have a large export volume/value. Several other 

countries aim to enhance their risk management for imports, so these countries choose their 

prospective MRA partners by examining import volume/value. Hence, the reasons for a 

country to have MRAs with other countries may be because of a large export volume/value, 

import volume/value, or trade volume/value (both exports and imports) with these trading 

partner countries. 

Table 7.2 

Trade Indicators 

Domain Side-by-side joint display for mixed-methods interpretation 

 

Economic 

size (for 

example, 

GDP) 

Quantitative results 

The result showed that ‘economic size’ is a genuine factor, which 37 

respondents (61.7% of all respondents rated this factor) indicated that 

‘economic size’ has some impact while 17 respondents (28.3%) rated no 

impact. 

 

Qualitative findings 
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Domain Side-by-side joint display for mixed-methods interpretation 

Although several interviewees’ responses differed when discussing 

‘economic size’ from their own experience, the qualitative findings 

showed that ‘economic size’ is most likely a factor impacting negotiation 

of MRAs. 

 

The qualitative study provided evidence that when economic size is an 

independent indicator it defines or classifies a nation as a small, medium, 

or large economy. As a result, a balancing issue may arise in MRA 

negotiations between big and small economies. As such, ‘economic size’ 

is an essential indicator to separate large and small economies. 

 

The findings revealed that small countries are likely to be at a 

disadvantage when their prospective negotiating partner’s GDP is too 

large, which causes a balancing issue in MRA negotiations. If these small 

countries are not well prepared, then they are likely experience longer 

and tougher negotiations. These tough negotiations may erode their 

limited resources. Also, small economies are unlikely to achieve 

reasonable benefits from MRAs, which often favour bigger economies. 

 

Moreover, big economies may refuse invitations from small economies 

that have many inherent and ongoing problems (for example, 

infrastructure for data exchange), and the big economies may have other 

more attractive offers. Alternatively, the qualitative findings also 

demonstrated that ‘economic size’ should be considered together with 

trade volume/value (export or import) as these are more meaningful 

indicators of potential negotiating partners in the preparation stage. In 

this regard, ‘economic size’ is also often integrated with other factors 

such as trade volume/value and trade patterns. For example, the ratio of 

export volume/GDP and trade value/GDP of negotiating partners could 

be regarded as economic indicators for a country to choose with whom to 

negotiate. 

 

Mixed-methods interpretation 

Both quantitative and qualitative approaches assisted in answering the 

central research question, indicating by triangulation that ‘economic size’ 

is an important factor impacting MRA negotiations. 

 

While 37 survey respondents (61.7%) agree that this factor has some 

impact on MRA negotiations, the interviewees indicated that in the MRA 

preparation phase, ‘economic size’ is an important indicator when 

deciding prospective MRA partners. Interviewees also noted that 

negotiating parties with large economy sizes would have more 

opportunities and advantages than their smaller counterparts in the MRA 

negotiation phase. 

 

 Quantitative results 
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Export 

volume/value, 

import 

volume/value, 

and trade 

volume/value  

This analysis showed that 50 respondents (82% of all respondents) 

agreed that ‘export volume’ has some impact on the negotiation of 

MRAs. Only six (9.8%) respondents stated it has no impact. 

 

There were no quantitative data collected for ‘export value’, ‘import 

volume/value’ and ‘trade volume/value’ because these factors had not 

been previously identified from the existing literature or from the 

interviews when the survey commenced. 

 

Qualitative findings 

Findings from this analysis proved that ‘export volume in bilateral trade’ 

is a factor impacting negotiation of MRAs. These findings also suggested 

that both ‘import volume/value’ and ‘trade volume/value’ are important 

factors to be considered. For example, depending on each country’s 

circumstances, the country may consider the export volume/value (for 

example, export-focus AEO programs), import volume/value, or trade 

volume/value (both import-export) in their assessment of prospective 

MRA partners. Therefore, in addition to export volume, factors of export 

value, import volume/value and trade volume/value are new factors 

identified from the qualitative approach. 

 

Evidence from the qualitative findings indicated how trade volume/value, 

export volume/value or import volume/value impact on the negotiation of 

MRAs. The reasons are that bilateral trade is critical for proposed MRAs, 

and that no trade or little trade between the countries involved would 

make MRAs unnecessary. The priority given to export volume/value, 

import volume/value or trade volume/value depends on each country. 

While some countries have their AEO programs focused on export only 

(for example, New Zealand), most have AEO programs focused on both 

export and import. 

 

Therefore, it is understandable that a country with an export-focused 

AEO program would use export volume/value as a factor to select 

prospective negotiating partners in the MRA preparation phase. Other 

countries with AEO programs focused on both export and import are 

most likely to choose trade volume/value indicator as a factor, while 

import volume/value would be considered when these countries focus on 

improving risk management for imports. 

 

Mixed-methods interpretation 

Both qualitative and quantitative approaches gave answers to the central 

research question, in which the convergent parallel mixed-methods study 

confirmed that ‘export volume in bilateral trade’ is a very important 

factor. 

 

The two approaches, however, only partially triangulated to confirm and 

collaborate one another regarding ‘export volume’. To a large extent, the 

findings from the qualitative analysis expanded the scope of this factor 
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further to include ‘export value’ ‘import volume/value’ and ‘trade 

volume/value’ (both exports and imports). Therefore, ‘import 

volume/value’ and ‘trade volume/value’ are important factors as well as 

indicators in the MRA preparation phase, which countries could use to 

decide their prospective MRA partners. 

 

 

Trade patterns 

Quantitative results 

There were no results from this analysis as ‘trade patterns’ was not 

identified in the literature review as a factor impacting MRA 

negotiations. 

 

Qualitative findings 

This analysis, on the other hand, indicated that trade patterns (for 

example, types of trading commodity) are regarded as an important 

factor impacting the negotiation of MRAs. 

 

The analysis suggested that trade patterns are important factors because 

they could be used to decide how and to what extent customs resources 

are spent on risk management. For example, some commodities may 

have a large volume and require few customs resources. Therefore, 

customs agencies could focus on transnational goods from small and 

medium AEOs rather than large-volume commodities. Therefore, 

transnational goods of small and medium AEOs would have more focus 

from customs agencies than large-volume commodities. Also, one of the 

reasons countries want to have MRAs with others is to improve risk 

management using ‘trade patterns’ as an indicator. 

 

Mixed-methods interpretation 

The integration of quantitative results and qualitative findings did not 

find any convergence. This is because the quantitative approach did not 

identify ‘trade patterns’ as a factor, while the qualitative approach 

identified and indicated ‘trade patterns’ as an important factor impacting 

the negotiation of MRAs, which helps to address the central research 

question. 

Source: Author 

Regarding FTAs, Table 7.3 indicates that only FTAs with provisions for customs 

cooperation can facilitate MRA negotiations. We argue that countries often have FTAs with 

their important trading or strategic partners. These important trade relationships would be 

further promoted under an MRA which would provide benefits to the AEO members of both 

partners and strengthen their cooperation. Therefore, the factor ‘FTA’ could facilitate the 

MRA preparation phase in terms of choosing prospective MRA partners as well as the MRA 

negotiation and implementation phases if there are provisions for custom cooperation 

integrated in the FTA. 
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The factor ‘FTA’ was identified and examined by the use of the convergent parallel mixed-

methods approach. Due to limitations in this approach, however, no results were obtained 

from the quantitative analysis of this factor. Such limitations need to be further studied. 

Table 7.3 

Factor of Free Trade Agreements 

Domain Side-by-side joint display for mixed-methods interpretation 

 

Free trade 

agreements 

(FTAs) 

Quantitative results 

There were no results from this analysis due to ‘FTA’ not being 

identified in the literature review as a factor impacting MRA 

negotiations. 

 

Qualitative findings 

The thematic analysis found that there is a possible connection between 

FTAs and MRAs, in which several FTAs containing provisions for 

customs cooperation facilitated the exchange of supply chain security 

and risk management information. These provisions for customs 

cooperation subsequently assisted in MRA negotiations. For example, 

interviewee CO6 stated that “we have usually had CMAA or 

Cooperation Agreements or at least Trade Agreements with a customs 

part”. According to CO6, only an agreement (partnership agreements or 

trade agreements) containing a chapter related to customs cooperation 

can impact MRA negotiations. 

 

Mixed-methods interpretation 

The mixed-methods study did not establish a convergence from the 

quantitative results, and qualitative findings due to the lack of from the 

quantitative approach. The qualitative findings suggested, however, that 

FTAs containing provisions for customs cooperation can impact MRA 

negotiations (for example, to facilitate the exchange of supply chain 

security and risk management information). 

 

Source: Author 

Although research participants suggested ‘trading partner’ as a factor in the MRA 

preparation phase, the analysis above indicates that ‘trading partner’ is attributable to other 

factors, such as ‘economic size’, ‘export volume/value’, ‘import volume/value’, ‘trade 

volume/value’, ‘trade patterns’ and ‘FTA’. The reasons explaining why each factor impacts 

the MRA development process are discussed in the qualitative findings in Table 7.2. 

Therefore, in the MRA preparation phase, the factors ‘economic size’, ‘trade patterns’, 

‘export volume/value’, ‘import volume/value’, ‘trade volume/value’ and ‘FTA’ become 

crucial economic indicators for a country identifying trading partners. These trading partners 

then become prospective MRA partners in the country’s priority list, as presented in Figure 

7.1. 
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Figure 7.1 

The Factors Attributable to a Trading Partner 

 

Source: Author 

We did not examine the claim of Kim (2017, p. 19) that countries actively negotiating 

MRAs are often those with a small economic size and highly dependent exports. We found, 

however, that ‘economic size’ is a factor that impacts in the MRA negotiation phase when 

the negotiating parties conclude an MRA. This is because countries with a considerable 

economic size could influence or dominate MRA negotiations and then gain more 

advantages and benefits than their counterparts with small economies. 

2.3 Coordinated border management 

‘Coordinated border management’ (‘CBM’) has not been discussed in the existing literature 

as a factor that has an impact on MRA negotiations. In the current study, the convergent 

parallel mixed-methods approach confirmed that CBM is a genuine factor, as presented in 

Table 7.4. This may be because CBM involves customs and other border agencies in 

managing borders effectively and efficiently. For example, this includes more effective 

resource allocation to target high-risk goods, shared intelligence and IT systems, and 

improved risk management. Furthermore, effective border management by CBM in a 

country may build ‘trust’ and enhance ‘trust’ from other countries. Therefore, it is arguable 

that CBM is an important factor that has some impact on the early stages of the MRA 

development process. CBM may also allow customs and other border agencies to take part 
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in AEO programs and MRA negotiations. Once MRAs are concluded, CBM also benefits 

MRA implementation by removing bottlenecks in border clearance processes. 

Table 7.4 

Factor of Coordinated Border Management 

Domain Side-by-side joint display for mixed-methods interpretation 

 

Coordinated 

border 

management 

(CBM) 

Quantitative results 

There were no results from this analysis as ‘CBM’ was not identified in 

the literature review as a factor impacting MRA negotiations. 

 

Qualitative findings 

The findings revealed that CBM encourage other border agencies to join 

the implementation of AEO programs, which may facilitate the MRA 

development process. 

 

Mixed-methods interpretation 

No convergence was found from the integration of both methods due to 

the lack of quantitative results. The qualitative findings suggested, 

however, that CBM is a factor that may facilitate MRA negotiations. 

 

Source: Author 

CBM is therefore a factor that impacts on MRA negotiations identified by the use of the 

convergent parallel mixed-methods approach. Due to limitations in this approach, however, 

no results were obtained from the quantitative study for this factor. Thus, we could not 

establish whether the quantitative results and the qualitative findings converged. Such 

limitations need to be further studied. 

2.4 Customs cooperative agreements 

The existing literature has not discussed ‘customs cooperative agreements’ (‘CCA’) as a 

factor impacting MRA negotiations. Table 7.5 summarises the findings from the current 

study which showed that ‘CCA’ is a genuine factor impacting MRA negotiations. CCAs are 

concluded between countries to enhance their cooperation in customs matters, which covers 

a broad range of issues, for example, exchange of data, training and customs cooperation. 

An MRA can be concluded for implementing a CMAA, for example, the EC-Japan Joint 

Committee (2010). In the MRA development process, a country often identifies whether it 

has CCAs with other countries and if these countries should be on its priority list of 

prospective MRA partners. Interviewee IO1 stated that “if you have CMAAs or any other 

agreement between customs administrations or between governments that is helpful.” In 

addition, if a country has a CCA with other countries, such a CCA would also facilitate their 
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MRA negotiation and implementation. For example, the part of the negotiations regarding 

data protection and exchange should also be easily agreed upon because provisions of data 

protection and exchange are often regulated in a CCA. 

Table 7.5 

Factor of Customs Cooperative Agreements 

Domain Side-by-side joint display for mixed-methods interpretation 

 

Customs 

cooperative 

agreements 

(CCA) 

Quantitative results 

The results showed that 48 respondents (78.7% of all respondents 

replied) admitted that their countries have a type of CCA to facilitate 

MRA negotiations concerning the exchange of supply chain security and 

risk management information. Three respondents (4.9%) said that their 

countries do not have a CCA, while 10 respondents (16.4%) indicated 

that they are ‘unsure’ and ‘not applicable’. 

   

Qualitative findings 

The findings showed that such agreements could be in any form of 

agreement, arrangement, and trade agreement, if they contain appropriate 

customs matters, for example, a legal framework for risk management, 

data integrity, data protection and mechanisms for data exchange. 

Another finding is that MRAs could be developed from relevant 

provisions (an extension) in the CCAs, for example, the CMAA. 

Although several countries requested their counterpart countries have 

CCAs available before MRA negotiations, one more finding from both 

interviews and document analysis showed that an equivalent form of 

CMAA has an important part to play in facilitating MRA negotiations, 

but is not mandatory. 

 

Mixed-methods interpretation 

Convergence was found from the integration of the quantitative results 

and qualitative findings. Both methods confirmed that a CCA, although 

not compulsory, would facilitate MRA negotiations. Therefore, it is a 

factor that has some impact on MRA negotiations. 

 

Source: Author 

2.5 National sovereignty and trust 

The existing literature discusses ‘national sovereignty’ as a factor impacting on the MRA 

negotiations. Table 7.6 shows that our findings support this discussion. Our study 

corresponds with that of Altemöller (2011, p. 27) who found that joint audits or on-site 

validation are among the common requirements for the comparison of AEO programs. 

When such requirements are refused or limited this reduces trust and negatively impacts 

MRA negotiations. Therefore, ‘national sovereignty’ could impact the MRA negotiation 

phase. For example, interviewee ACA3 said that national sovereignty is “the reason that 
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China has not allowed the US officers to come in and do inspections in China.” Interviewee 

ACA3 then suggested that these countries need to change or no MRA will be concluded. 

Additionally, our study also concurred with that of Chuah (2014, p. 94), who found that one 

negotiating partner could take advantage of MRAs to influence other partners’ regulations. 

Any changes requested by the negotiating party, however, should only occur if they achieve 

equivalence of AEO programs. This is supported by Chuah (2014, p. 94) who suggests that 

such influences are unlikely to work and any interpretation of the MRA must be “as 

domestic politics permit”. In the context of MRA negotiations, we claim that countries still 

maintain national sovereignty. Their controls over their borders are still in place so that any 

issues and irregularities by the AEO members of the MRA partners would result in 

consequences, for example, removal of MRA benefits or suspension of AEO status. For 

example, interview IO1 confirmed that “it does not take away your national sovereignty, 

you are not going to relax any of your control measures.” 

Table 7.6 

Factor of National Sovereignty 

Domain Side-by-side joint display for mixed-methods interpretation 

 

National 

sovereignty 

Quantitative results 

This analysis confirmed that ‘national sovereignty’ is a genuine factor 

impacting the negotiation of MRAs. The descriptive statistics revealed 

that 44 respondents (72.1% of all respondents) indicated that this factor 

has some impact on the negotiation of MRAs, while only 11 respondents 

(18%) stated it has no impact. 

 

Qualitative findings 

The findings from this analysis showed that ‘national sovereignty’ is a 

factor impacting the negotiation of MRAs. The findings also revealed 

that the matter of national sovereignty seems to occur in several stages of 

the MRA negotiations, for example, program comparisons or the joint 

audit. 

 

The reason this factor impacts MRA negotiation is that countries want to 

fully exercise their border controls and other internal affairs. In the 

context of MRA negotiations, however, countries should allow 

negotiating counterparts to visit, audit and are likely to be asked to 

change their legislation to achieve the equivalence of AEO programs. If 

these countries refuse or limit such activities, there will be consequences 

for the MRA negotiations, for example, the MRA may not be concluded. 

 

Furthermore, the findings showed that negotiating parties aim to achieve 

an MRA, so they need to build trust by trusting the status of AEO 

companies as well as their counterparts’ controls because ‘national 
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sovereignty’ is still maintained, and the power to control the border are 

still in place to manage compliance of these AEO companies. 

 

Mixed-methods interpretation 

The integration of both quantitative results and qualitative findings found 

a convergence which helped confirm that ‘national sovereignty’ is a 

factor impacting MRA negotiations. 

Source: Author 

Our findings in Table 7.7 confirm that ‘trust’ is a factor, as in the existing literature. The 

findings further complemented the results from multiple prior studies (Aigner, 2010; Chan 

& Holler, 2016; Donner & Kruk, 2009; Hintsa, 2013; National Board of Trade, 2010; 

Widdowson, 2016). These suggest that trust, as a critical factor impacting MRA 

negotiations, and the trust that must occur among negotiating parties, must be gained so that 

these parties can trust each other’s regulatory environment and security controls. Our study 

also supports the claim of Widdowson (2016, p. 12) about trust, in which he says it 

attributable to the practicability of the negotiating partners’ regulatory environment. 

In the context of MRA negotiations, we argue that the legal framework and the practical 

implementation of AEO programs (for example, audits, controls mechanisms, and 

authorisations) of a country might well be correlated with the level of trust or confidence in 

their counterparts. Hintsa (2013, p. 70) claims that trust is attributable to close cooperation 

between customs administrations. Our findings support this claim and indicate that such 

close cooperation leads to a strong political will to influence MRA negotiations. Our 

findings also were consistent with those of Chan and Holler (2016, p. 38), Aigner (2010) 

and Hintsa (2013, p. 70), who found that the outcome of MRA negotiations is subject to 

adequate trust or confidence in the other side’s regulatory environment including privacy 

and data protection, and control mechanisms (for example, security measures). Both sides of 

the negotiations should also have equivalence of their regulatory environments. 

Table 7.7 

Trust Factor 

Domain Side-by-side joint display for mixed-methods interpretation 

 

Trust 

Quantitative results 

The descriptive statistics determined that ‘trust’ is a factor impacting the 

negotiation of MRAs. Fifty-four respondents (90% of respondents 

provided answers to this factor) indicated that ‘trust’ has some impact on 

the negotiation of MRAs, while only three respondents (5%) stated that it 

has no impact. 
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Qualitative findings 

These findings recognised the vital role played by ‘trust’ as it is a critical 

factor impacting the negotiation of MRAs. 

The findings also demonstrated how ‘trust’ affects MRA negotiations, 

whereby it is attributable to other elements, for example, political will, 

national sovereignty, risks in supply chains, regulatory environment, and 

integrity. When there are issues with trust in MRA negotiations, political 

will would be interfered with making decisions. Meantime,  

 

Mixed-methods interpretation 

The integration of both quantitative results and qualitative findings found 

a convergence which helped confirm that ‘trust’ is an important factor 

impacting MRA negotiations. 

Source: Author 

As well as close cooperation and regulatory environment, our study found that other 

elements which influence the degree of trust include national sovereignty, risks in supply 

chains, and integrity. The relationship between national sovereignty and trust has already 

been examined. Risks in supply chains and integrity may also affect the degree of trust and 

subsequently influence MRA negotiations. One lead MRA negotiator (CO2) even declared 

that his country would not engage in MRA discussions with countries that present 

unacceptable risks in supply chains. This interviewee explained that “endemic corruption at 

official levels would be considered as [sic] an unacceptable risk.” From our previous 

interpretations of the trust factor, we argue that this factor could impact the MRA 

preparation and negotiation phases. Furthermore, ‘trust’ can be attributed to several 

elements, as shown in Figure 7.2. 
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Figure 7.2 

The Attributes of the ‘Trust’ Factor 

 

Source: Author 

2.6 Political will and internal commitment 

Both quantitative and qualitative analysis provided separate results, which were 

subsequently triangulated to confirm that political will is a critical factor impacting MRA 

negotiations, as displayed in Table 7.8. 

Table 7.8 

Factor of Political Will 

Domain Side-by-side joint display for mixed-methods interpretation 

 

Political 

will 

Quantitative results 

Analysis of the quantitative data showed that ‘political will’ is an important 

factor impacting negotiation of MRAs. The descriptive statistics revealed that 

‘political will’ was rated by 52 respondents (86.7% of all respondents 

provided their ratings) as having some impact on the negotiation of MRAs, 

while only one stated it has no impact. 

 

Qualitative findings 

These findings suggested that ‘political will’ is a very important factor 

impacting on the negotiation of both bilateral and regional MRAs. More 

interestingly, ‘political will’ is regarded as the main factor that determines the 

outcome of the negotiations, for example, determines how fast such 

negotiations proceed. However, this factor is subject to national policy 

objectives at different times (for example, changes in government terms). 

 

‘Political will’ can impact MRA negotiations as follows. Evidence from the 

qualitative analysis revealed that when a proposed MRA strategy addresses 

the national objectives of the current government it will gain political support 

at the government level for the adoption of a proactive MRA approach. This is 

followed a high level of internal commitment in customs management as well 
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as adequate resource allocation to meet those objectives. 

 

Mixed-methods interpretation 

The mixed-methods study found a convergence of the quantitative results and 

qualitative findings in which ‘political will’ is a very important factor 

impacting MRA negotiations and for which the mixed-methods result helped 

to answer the central research question. 

Source: Author 

The findings regarding ‘political will’ in the current study coincided with those noted in the 

prior literature (Aigner, 2010, p. 51; Altemöller, 2011, p. 27; Chuah, 2014, p. 86; Donner & 

Kruk, 2009, p. 54; Hintsa, 2013, p. 86; National Board of Trade, 2010, p. 13; Widdowson, 

2016, p. 4). Several studies suggest political will would be considered when the negotiating 

parties compare each other’s AEO programs to identify the level of equivalence and risk 

assessments for building trust (Aigner, 2010, p. 51; Chuah, 2014, p. 86; Hintsa, 2013, p. 86; 

National Board of Trade, 2010, p. 13). However, our study was not did not directly focus on 

comparison activities. Instead, it identified that political will is a decisive factor that also 

determines how fast the MRA negotiations proceed. Simply put, such negotiation activities 

are subject to political will, which in turn is based on other factors (for example, political 

ties, trading partners, trust and resources) that help to prioritise and boost such negotiation 

activities. 

Table 7.9 presents a mixed-method interpretation of the results regarding ‘internal 

commitment’ in a vertical side-by-side joint display. 

Table 7.9 

Factor of Internal Commitment 

Domain Side-by-side joint display for mixed-methods interpretation 

 

Internal 

commitment 

Quantitative results 

Evidence from this analysis suggested that ‘internal commitment’ is a 

critical factor, with 51 respondents (85% of all respondents replied to this 

factor) stating it has some impact on the negotiation of MRAs. Only 

three respondents (5%) indicated that it has no impact. 

 

Qualitative findings 

This analysis found clear support for ‘internal commitment’ as a critical 

factor for MRA negotiations. It is also clear from the findings that 

‘internal commitment’ is subject to top-down decision-making 

mechanisms, for example, political will and organisational structures 

(national customs administrations or customs unions). 
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The present findings include further evidence on how this factor affects 

MRA negotiations. The reason is that gaps sometimes exist in the 

management structures of an organisation (for example, customs 

administrations) between the top and lower levels. When such gaps are 

neither limited nor closed, the effect or directions of political will cannot 

be completely implemented throughout the organisation. For example, 

the resources needed for MRA negotiations will not be sufficiently 

allocated. 

 

Mixed-methods interpretation 

Concerning the central research question, the quantitative study with 

support from the qualitative study’s themes identified a convergence 

from both studies’ results, in which ‘internal commitment’ was 

confirmed to be a critical factor impacting MRA negotiations. 

 

Source: Author 

Our findings recognising the factor of ‘internal commitment’ as an important factor 

impacting MRA negotiations agree with those of the WCO (2018c). According to the WCO 

(2018c, p. 5), a high-level internal commitment needs to be promoted among customs 

administrations before MRA negotiations commence. Additionally, the WCO (2018c, p. 21) 

identified that both political will and internal commitment should appear in the form of joint 

statements among Heads of Customs Management (for example, in action plans and public 

announcements). WCO (2018c, p. 21) 

In supporting the findings of the WCO (2018c), our study’s findings explained further that 

‘internal commitment’ is subject to decision-making mechanisms (for example, political 

will) and organisational structures (for example, national customs administrations or 

customs unions). As such, any gaps in decision making should be limited for better 

collaboration among customs administrations in the MRA preparation or negotiation phase. 

With political supports among high-level customs management, all essential resources could 

be allocated achieve MRAs. Also, the current study further supported the findings of the 

WCO (2018c) by explaining how ‘internal commitment’ impact MRA negotiations, as 

outlined in Table 7.9. 

2.7 Resource allocation and form of selective agreements 

In the context of MRA negotiations, resource allocation means human, time and financial 

resources for such negotiations. Findings from the mixed-methods study provided evidence 

that resource allocation is a critical factor impacting every phase of the MRA negotiation 
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process, including preparation, negotiation and implementation. These findings 

complemented the work of the WCO (2018c, p. 5) as it was the only source to suggest that 

resources allocated for completing the MRA development process need to be carefully 

prepared in terms of the required timeframe, and the availability of human and financial 

resources. Such resources are established and dedicated to the MRA negotiation process, 

including, but not limited to, the activities of each negotiating party’s administration, 

training, monitoring, maintenance and information technology. From the mixed-methods 

research, the factor ‘resource allocation’ is interpreted in Table 7.10. 

Table 7.10 

Factor of Resource Allocation 

Domain Side-by-side joint display for mixed-methods interpretation 

 

Resource 

allocation 

Quantitative results 

This analysis showed that ‘resource allocation’ is a genuine factor that 

impacts MRA negotiations. Fifty-two respondents (86.7% of all 

respondent replied on this factor) indicated that this factor has some 

impact on such negotiations, while six respondents (10%) stated that it 

has no impact. 

 

Qualitative findings 

The result highlighted that ‘resource allocation’ comprises human, time, 

and financial resources, which are critical factors impacting negotiation 

of MRAs. Such resources are essential at any stage in the negotiation 

process (for example, preparation, negotiation and implementation) of 

both bilateral and multilateral MRA initiatives. 

 

Simultaneously, evidence from the qualitative analysis showed how 

resource allocation affects the negotiation of MRAs. Firstly, the findings 

indicated that human resources include, among others, experienced 

negotiators, auditors, legal and IT experts, those who would be capable 

of both legal and technical work within the negotiation process. 

 

Insufficient human resources limit the number of MRA negotiations to 

be conducted simultaneously. Another finding in this regard is that 

countries organised MRA negotiating teams differently, in which some 

have dedicated MRA teams while others select competent members from 

their customs agencies. By the same token, evidence showed that the 

designation of IT experts in the MRA negotiating teams, most likely 

depends on each country’s organisational situation and their MRA 

operating budgets. Furthermore, the findings suggested that human, 

financial and time resources are closely related within the domain of 

‘resource allocation’ and affect MRA negotiations. 

 

Mixed-methods interpretation 

The integration from the quantitative results and the qualitative findings 
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answered the central research question, in which resource allocation is 

triangulated to be an important factor impacting MRA negotiations. 

 

Source: Author 

The part ‘Negotiation Guidance’ annexed to WCO (2018c, p. 21) admits that resources are 

among many other causes of prolonged MRA negotiations. Our study agrees with this claim 

but also emphasised the implication of insufficient human resources and inappropriate 

budgets, which limit the number of MRA negotiations conducted simultaneously. Therefore, 

our study suggested that each negotiating party should have a careful resource plan, instead 

of presenting a cautious approach in a Joint Work Plan template, as recommended by the 

WCO (2018c, p. 31), “all activities under this Joint Work Plan are subject to the availability 

of appropriated funds and other resources.” 

The factor ‘form of selective agreements’ covers the selection of a binding or non-binding 

approach by the negotiating parties. As outlined in Table 7.11, the form of selective 

agreements has not been discussed in the prior literature. it was discovered during the 

thematic analysis of this study to be a factor impacting on MRA negotiations. We agreed 

with a response from interviewee CO6 who said, “I think the first thing you have to do is 

really to agree with your partners about what you want to achieve, and what the framework 

should be legally binding”. We argue that a country should determine the type of agreement, 

binding (in the form of agreements) or non-binding (in the form of arrangements) in the 

MRA preparation phase. When a party enters into MRA negotiations with another party, 

both parties should further discuss and determine their appropriate form of agreements in 

the early stages of their MRA negotiations. 

Table 7.11 

Factor of Form of Selective Agreements 

Domain Side-by-side joint display for mixed-methods interpretation 

 

Form of 

selective 

agreements 

Quantitative results 

There were no results from the quantitative analysis as ‘form of selective 

agreements’ was not identified in the literature review as a factor 

impacting MRA negotiations. 

 

Qualitative findings 

In the thematic analysis, research participants suggested that ‘the form of 

selective agreements’ affects MRA negotiations, thus it is an influencing 

factor. While neither prior studies nor the quantitative approach in the 

current study identified this factor, the finding from the thematic analysis 
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provided an answer which confirmed that the form of selective 

agreements is a factor impacting MRA negotiations. 

 

Interviewees explained that the reason why this factor impacts MRA 

negotiations is that each country or customs union has their own 

approach to selecting the type of MRA. If the approaches of these 

countries or customs union are different (binding versus non-binding), 

and there are no appropriate solutions, their proposed MRA negotiations 

may be difficult to conclude. 

Mixed-methods interpretation 

There were no results from the quantitative study, the thematic analysis 

of the qualitative study, however, confirmed that ‘the form of selective 

agreements’ is a factor impacting MRA negotiations. This result also 

helps answer the central research question. 

 

Source: Author 

2.8 The engagement with stakeholders 

The term ‘engagement with stakeholders’ has been used to categorise a group of factors 

consisting of ‘MRA training’, ‘trader awareness’, ‘MRA benefits’, ‘import clearance time’, 

‘non-tariff barriers’ and ‘MRA lobbying’. These factors were categorised in the term 

‘engagement with stakeholders’ because customs administrations in the MRA negotiation 

process must engage with relevant stakeholders and get them on board to achieve MRAs. 

The findings of this mixed-methods study triangulated to validate that these five factors 

have strong impacts on MRA negotiations. The results from the quantitative analysis and 

findings from the qualitative analysis converged in the mixed-methods triangulation. Both 

results are illustrated in the side-by-side joint display of Table 7.12 to facilitate the 

interpretation of the mixed-methods study. 

Table 7.12 

Factors Concerning Engagement with Stakeholders 

Domain Side-by-side joint display for mixed-methods interpretation 

 

MRA 

training 

Quantitative results 

The result from this analysis confirmed that ‘MRA training’ is a genuine 

factor impacting the MRA negotiations. Forty-nine respondents (80.3% of 

all respondents replied to this factor) confirmed that this factor has some 

impact on the negotiation of MRAs, while five respondents (8.2%) 

indicated that it has no impact. 

 

Qualitative findings 

Results of the thematic analysis showed that most participants accepted 

that ‘MRA training’ is an essential factor. Although training currently 
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Domain Side-by-side joint display for mixed-methods interpretation 

focused on customs officers and AEO partners, the results of the analysis 

revealed that such training should also be provided to negotiators and 

further expanded to other stakeholders. 

 

The findings further indicated that ‘MRA training’ affects the negotiation 

of MRAs for several reasons. For negotiators, this relevant training most 

likely equips them with essential knowledge and skills in international 

negotiations, especially MRA negotiations. With customs officers and 

AEO partners, although they are not involved in such negotiations, the 

relevant MRA training would assist them in the current or future 

implementation of MRAs. Other stakeholders need such training because it 

put them in a better position to raise any problems or issue with the MRA 

negotiators or competent authorities (for example, customs 

administrations). 

 

Mixed-methods interpretation 

Convergence was found between the quantitative results and the qualitative 

findings, in which ‘MRA training’ is an essential factor impacting MRA 

negotiations. 

 

Trader 

awareness  

Quantitative results 

This analysis showed that ‘trader awareness’ is a factor impacting MRA 

negotiations. With 60 participants responding, 49 responses were collected 

(or 81.7% of all responses) confirming that this factor has some impact on 

the negotiation of MRAs, while four responses stated that it has no impact. 

 

Qualitative findings 

It is clear from the research participants’ perceptions that such trader 

awareness is an important factor that impacts MRA negotiations. Also, the 

findings showed that transnational traders have good knowledge of MRA 

concepts, utilisation, and benefits. The engagement between customs and 

the private sector, however, is not adequate for disseminating MRA 

information, which leads to AEO members being sometimes unaware of, 

and thus not utilising, MRA benefits. 

 

In addition, findings from the thematic analysis indicated how ‘trader 

awareness’ affects MRA negotiations. Firstly, it impacts the success of 

AEO programs, which has implications for MRA negotiations. For 

example, if traders have little understanding of MRA concepts, they will 

not invest in becoming AEO partners. Secondly, the signing of MRAs is 

just the beginning. If concluded MRAs are to be regarded as successful, 

there should be close cooperation by relevant stakeholders, especially the 

private sector in the implementation of MRAs. Furthermore, the 

stakeholders’ knowledge and feedback is critical for MRA negotiators in 

maintaining MRAs and negotiating other MRAs. 

 

Mixed-methods interpretation 

Convergence was found between the quantitative results and the qualitative 

findings, in which ‘the awareness of traders about MRA concepts, 
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Domain Side-by-side joint display for mixed-methods interpretation 

utilisation, and benefits’ is an important factor impacting MRA 

negotiations. 

MRA 

benefits 

Quantitative results 

There was compelling evidence from this analysis, which indicating that 

‘MRA benefits’ impacts MRA negotiations. Fifty-four survey respondents 

(88.5% of all respondents replied) indicated that this factor has some 

impact on the negotiation of MRAs, while only two respondents (3.3%) 

indicated that it has no impact. 

 

Qualitative findings 

Evidence from the thematic analysis suggested that satisfaction with MRA 

benefits is among the most important factors for the negotiation of MRAs. 

Although several interviewees from the private sector expressed their 

satisfaction with MRA benefits to some extent (for example, quicker 

transition through Customs), the findings suggested that lack of practical 

MRA benefits for AEO members, especially AEO importers, is still quite 

commonplace. There is often a lengthy delay in granting benefits to these 

members. Therefore, AEO members would prefer faster, more tangible, 

and measurable benefits (for example, workload savings and human 

involvement savings). Another finding is that stakeholders, particularly the 

private sector, should be engaged earlier in the MRA negotiation process 

(for example, in the MRA preparation phase) to discuss and introduce more 

attractive MRA benefits, which meet the private sector’s expectations. 

 

Several pieces of evidence explained how this factor affects MRA 

negotiations. The findings suggested that satisfaction of MRA benefits has 

a direct impact in the success of AEO programs. For example, the private 

sector believes that such benefits are not sufficient for them to invest in 

becoming AEO partners, which later negatively impact MRA negotiations 

(for example, just a few AEOs in the program). If the users of MRAs, such 

as AEOs, are unsatisfied by the benefits, such MRAs are unnecessary or 

will not be successful. 

 

Mixed-methods interpretation 

Based on the results of the convergent parallel mixed-methods research to 

address the central research question, both quantitative results and 

qualitative findings confirmed that ‘MRA benefits’ is an important factor 

impacting MRA negotiations. 

 

 

Import 

clearance 

time 

Quantitative results 

The results of this analysis showed that ‘import clearance time’ is a factor 

impacting MRA negotiations. Forty-seven respondents (77% of all 

respondents replied) indicated that this factor has some impact on the 

negotiation of MRAs, while five respondents (8.2%) stated that it has no 

impact. 

Qualitative findings 

The findings drawn from the thematic analysis provided evidence that 

‘import clearance time’ is a genuine factor, and there is a causal 
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Domain Side-by-side joint display for mixed-methods interpretation 

relationship between NTBs and import clearance time. Further, import 

clearance time is also affected by other elements, for example, the 

treatment and the waiting time. 

 

Moreover, the qualitative findings also revealed how this factor affects 

such negotiations. It is because import clearance time is often regarded as a 

parameter to measure how goods are cleared through border controls of a 

country. This parameter should be used in the preparation phase and after 

the conclusion of MRAs. Therefore, negotiating parties would have one of 

the essential parameters to review and improve the concluded MRAs. 

 

Mixed-methods interpretation 

Convergence was found between the quantitative results and the qualitative 

findings, in which ‘import clearance time’ is an important factor impacting 

MRA negotiations. 

 

Non-tariff 

barriers 

(NTBs) 

Quantitative results 

This analysis resulted in the confirmation of ‘NTBs’ as a factor impacting 

MRA negotiations. The descriptive statistics showed that 49 respondents 

(81.7% of all respondents replied) agreed that this factor has some impact 

on the negotiation of MRAs, while only two respondents (3.3%) stated that 

it has no impact. 

 

Qualitative findings 

‘NTBs’ was identified as having a close connection with ‘import clearance 

time’. Further, evidence from the qualitative analysis indicated that it is a 

factor impacting MRA negotiations. 

 

The qualitative findings also revealed how NTBs affect MRA negotiations, 

with two effects identified. One is a negative effect, in that MRAs are 

under the responsibility of customs agencies, while NTBs are most likely 

subject to other controls from different border agencies. In this case, MRA 

benefits cannot be completely realised if NTBs cannot be removed under 

MRAs. On the other hand, a positive effect is that the removal of NTBs 

could become an aim of negotiating parties in their proposed MRA. 

Therefore, together with import clearance time, NTBs also need to be 

examined at the preparation and implementation phase so that MRA 

partners have an essential parameter to review and use to improve MRA 

implementation. 

 

Mixed-methods interpretation 

The study found convergence between both the quantitative results and the 

qualitative findings, in which it provided an answer to the central research 

question that ‘non-tariff barriers’ are a factor impacting MRA negotiations. 

As for ‘MRA training’, the prior literature has not broadly discussed it as a factor that 

affects MRA negotiations, except for suggestions urging customs administrations to equip 

their relevant staff (for example, AEO validators/auditors) with essential skills before 
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engaging other prospective MRA partners (WCO, 2018c, p. 8) and training provided the 

public (WCO, 2018c, p. 60). Our findings confirmed that ‘MRA training’ is a critical factor 

for MRA negotiations. Most research participants expressed the importance of this factor in 

their responses. For example, one interviewee stated that “I think it's (MRA training) the 

most important in my view.” ‘MRA training’, on the one hand, needs to be provided to 

MRA negotiators, essentially those who are newly appointed. On the other hand, this type of 

‘MRA training’ should involve other customs officers as they need regular AEO and MRA 

skills and updates for MRA implementation. Other relevant stakeholders should also have 

training, especially the private sector, as even though they are not involved in MRA 

negotiations they require comprehensive MRA knowledge, as their feedback is critical in 

the MRA negotiation process. 

Two other factors identified from the literature are ‘the awareness of traders about MRA 

concepts, utilisation, and benefits’ (Lee & Shao, 2014, p. 19; WCO, 2018c) and ‘satisfaction 

with MRA benefits’ (Lee & Shao, 2014, p. 20). Our findings supported the findings of Lee 

and Shao (2014) and the WCO (2018c) in that two factors are essential for the MRA 

negotiation process ranging across the three phases of preparation, negotiation and 

implementation. Our study found that transnational traders have good knowledge of MRA 

concepts, utilisation, and benefits. As such, this claim is contrary to the key findings of Lee 

and Shao (2014, p. 23), as they noted the awareness of MRA concepts, status, utilisation and 

benefits by transnational traders is very low. 

Our study also supported the suggestions from the WCO (2018c, p. 14) that negotiating 

parties, whether solely or jointly, should raise the public awareness of MRAs. From the 

practical side, our study pointed out that international traders have a good knowledge of 

MRA concepts, utilisation and benefits. However, the engagement between customs and the 

private sector is not adequate for disseminating MRA information, meaning that MRA 

benefits have sometimes not been made apparent to, or utilised by, AEO members. We 

claim that methods of Customs-Business engagement (for example, comprehensive MRA 

training and seminars) are creatively developed further to disseminate MRA knowledge and 

updates to relevant stakeholders. 

Further, our findings from the analysis of ‘MRA benefits’ were similar to those suggested 

by Lee and Shao (2014, p. 21), in which the benefits gained from MRAs are lower than the 

expectations. In one example, a research participant stated, “I haven't seen any clear 



 

209 

 

benefits. So, I don’t want to say we're not satisfied, but it's not clear to us if we are 

beneficial [sic] or not.” Other participants found that the benefits were not up to their 

expectations, for example, “The practical benefits of AEO and MRAs are not that great.” 

Therefore, our study suggested that faster, more tangible and measurable benefits could be 

drawn out from concluded MRAs and that stakeholders, especially the private sector, should 

be engaged as early as the phase of MRA preparation. In this way, MRA benefits could be 

discussed and tailored to meet the AEO members’ needs. Our research also further suggests 

that MRA training and two-way communication between customs and business should be 

more widely promoted to disseminate MRA information to international traders. These 

traders will then be more aware of the latest MRA benefits and how they can obtain these 

benefits for their businesses. 

Therefore, it could be that due to lack of MRA training and other means of two-way 

communication (for example, seminars and conferences), transnational traders are less 

aware of MRA benefits and their utilisation. This would also lead to a lower satisfaction 

with MRA benefits. These factors form a triangular relationship, which would eventually 

affect the MRA negotiation process from the preparation phase to MRA implementation. 

Figure 7.3 illustrates this triangular relationship. 

Figure 7.3 

Relationship of MRA Training, Trader Awareness and MRA Benefits 

 

Source: Author 
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The convergent parallel mixed-methods study found that ‘import clearance time’ and ‘non-

tariff barriers’ are among factors impacting MRA negotiations. In an empirical study, Lee 

and Shao (2014, p. 23) found many effects of MRAs on trade facilitation, such as reduced 

import clearance time after MRA conclusion. Meanwhile, Kim (2017, p. 24) identified that 

negotiating partners with longer import clearance times would have a greater likelihood of 

achieving an MRA. Our study, however, did not examine such effects but focused on 

providing evidence that import clearance time is a factor impacting MRA negotiations and 

the reasons for this. We found that ‘import clearance time’ was mainly affected by NTBs 

and other elements, such as good service, preferential treatment, waiting time. Therefore, 

countries use import clearance time as an important indicator, among others, for studying 

prospective MRA partners. This indicator is used again in the MRA implementation phase 

to review whether there has been any improvement, as indicated by the findings of Kim 

(2017) and Lee and Shao (2014). 

Regarding ‘non-tariff barriers’, Kim (2017, p. 24) claims that a lower level of non-tariff 

barriers increases, the likelihood of achieving MRAs. Our findings also supported this view 

as we argue that a low level of non-tariff barriers also means a low level of control from 

different border agencies, which would foster MRA implementation to reduce import 

clearance time. Our findings, however, also agree with Ariadna (2016, p. 31), who claims 

that problems exist with non-tariff barriers, as even when an MRA is in effect, non-tariff 

barriers could be introduced at a later stage by a party to protect its domestic market. Our 

findings also suggested that negotiating parties might aim to remove NTBs by their 

proposed MRAs. We argue that ‘NTBs’ and ‘import clearance time’ should be used by 

negotiating parties as parameters or indicators to review and maintain MRAs effectively at 

the MRA preparation and implementation phases. 

Although prior studies have not discussed ‘MRA lobbying’, our findings revealed that 

‘MRA lobbying’ is of importance in fostering the MRA development process. As stated by 

Harstad and Svensson (2011), lobbying is considered a legal and regulated activity in many 

countries. The practice of MRA lobbying can influence customs administrations to select 

prospective MRA countries or encourage negotiators to move faster in MRA negotiations. 

Therefore, the lobbying practice could occur in both the MRA preparation and negotiation 

phases aiming to have a successful MRA conclusion with another country. A side-by-side 
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joint display for the mixed-methods interpretation of ‘MRA lobbying’ is presented in Table 

7.13. 

Table 7.13 

Factor of MRA Lobbying 

Domain Side-by-side joint display for mixed-methods interpretation 

 

MRA 

lobbying 

Quantitative results 

Results from this analysis showed that 49 respondents (80.3% of all 

respondents replied) indicated that the private sector lobbies governments to 

enter into MRAs with other countries. Meanwhile, 10 respondents (16.4%) 

said that there is ‘no’ such ‘MRA lobbying’ practice and only two respondents 

(3.3%) said that they are ‘unsure’. 

 

Qualitative findings 

The findings revealed that most interviewees from the private sector said that 

they did not lobby, they simply join the forum or consultations between the 

customs authority and the private sector to support customs administrations in 

MRA negotiations (for example, identifying which countries would be their 

prospective MRA partners). Only one interviewee admitted that such an 

activity existed in his multinational company. 

 

Mixed-methods interpretation 

Based on the results of the convergent parallel mixed-methods research to 

address the central research question, both quantitative results and qualitative 

findings confirmed that ‘MRA lobbying’ is a genuine factor impacting MRA 

negotiations.  

Source: Author 

2.9 The equivalence of negotiating parties’ AEO programs 

The impact of the compatibility of AEO programs on MRA negotiations has been discussed 

in various prior studies (Altemöller, 2011, p. 7; Fletcher, 2007, p. 64; Hintsa, 2013; Lánská 

& Vittek, 2012; Polner, 2010, p. 8). According to Altemöller (2011, p. 5), such 

compatibility is regarded as a prerequisite to successful MRA negotiation. In three full texts 

of operational MRAs, the importance of the compatibility is emphasised by its regulation by 

a separate article (Customs Cooperation Committee, 2014, p. 46; EC-Japan Joint 

Committee, 2010, p. 71; EC-United States of America Joint Committee, 2012, p. 45). In 

these three MRAs, the article of compatibility states that the MRA parties must maintain 

consistency of AEO programs, compatibility of qualification standards (for example, the 

application process, assessment, granting and monitoring) and ensure that such AEO 

programs are operated within the SAFE Framework. 
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As well as recognising the importance of compatibility of national AEO programs for MRA 

negotiations, as examined by previous studies, our study also examined several factors 

influencing compatibility of national AEO programs. Our study expands beyond the scope 

of compatibility of AEO programs to include SAFE compliance, AEO program focus, AEO 

program scope, privacy and data protection, data integrity and the number of AEO 

memberships. Customs administrations participating in MRA negotiations are likely to 

examine these factors to determine the equivalence of respective AEO programs. 

By using convergent parallel mixed-methods research, our findings confirmed that ‘SAFE 

compliance’, ‘AEO program focus’, ‘AEO program scope’, ‘privacy and data protection’, 

‘data integrity’ and ‘AEO memberships’, among other factors, have an impact on MRA 

negotiations. By using a side-by-side joint display and the integration of both quantitative 

results and qualitative findings for interpretation, from which the factors concerning the 

equivalence of negotiating parties’ AEO programs were discussed. 

First, research participants acknowledged the compliance of AEO programs with the SAFE 

Framework as a fundamental factor in the MRA negotiation phase, especially when 

comparing AEO programs. This finding is consistent with those of Altemöller (2011), 

Fletcher (2007) and Lánská and Vittek (2012). They argue that the SAFE Framework 

provides standards and criteria which are essential guidelines to the uniform establishment 

of AEO programs. The SAFE Framework also facilitates the mutual recognition process. 

Our findings further supported Aigner (2010, p. 52), Karlsson (2017, p. 27), Lánská and 

Vittek (2012) and National Board of Trade (2010). We found that the AEO programs of 

negotiating parties must be compliant with the SAFE Framework, with mandatory security 

provisions, before these programs are then compared to determine the level of equivalence. 

Lack of security provisions, as often seen in legacy AEO programs focusing on trade 

compliance, leads to inequivalence of AEO programs, identified when the programs are 

compared. The findings from the qualitative study, as displayed in Table 7.14, indicate that 
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the MRA process may be impacted by compliance with the SAFE Framework from the 

preparation phase through to the negotiation phase. 

Table 7.14 

Factor of SAFE Compliance 

Domain Side-by-side joint display for mixed-methods interpretation 

 

SAFE 

compliance  

Quantitative results 

The results showed that 55 respondents (90.2% of all respondents 

replied) agree that ‘SAFE compliance’ is an important factor impacting 

MRA negotiations. Only one respondent (1.6%) said that this factor has 

no impact. 

 

Qualitative findings 

The qualitative method for data collection and analysis was used to 

assess SAFE compliance in the context of MRA negotiations. 

Subsequently, the finding acknowledged that the compliance of AEO 

programs is a fundamental factor affecting in the MRA negotiation 

phase, especially when comparing AEO programs. 

 

We found that this factor affects MRA negotiations because the 

negotiating parties must have their AEO programs compatible with the 

SAFE Framework, with mandatory security provisions, before these 

programs can be compared to determine the level of equivalence. The 

findings also revealed that noncompliance of AEO programs with the 

SAFE Framework is often attributable to legacy AEO programs, 

whereby countries have built initial programs of trade compliance. The 

implication identified from the inequivalence of AEO programs is that 

countries with an incompatible AEO program need to reform or 

modernise the program before MRA negotiations proceed further. 

 

Mixed-methods interpretation 

Convergence was found between the quantitative results and the 

qualitative findings, in which ‘SAFE compliance’ is a critical factor 

impacting MRA negotiations. 

Source: Author 

Second, the prior literature rarely discusses the impact of ‘AEO program focus’ on MRA 

negotiations, except for the studies by the WCO (2018c) and Widdowson et al. (2014). Our 

study argues that prior studies could have discussed the factors ‘AEO program focus’ and 

‘SAFE compliance’ together. Furthermore, our study supported the findings of the WCO 

(2018c) and Widdowson et al. (2014) in validating that AEO program focus is a vital factor 

of such negotiations. Our findings concurred with the findings of the WCO (2018c) to show 

that countries are most likely to examine the focus of their partners’ AEO programs 

containing mandatory security provisions. Our findings also suggested that not only 

compliance-focused programs need to upgrade, but also that AEO programs with security 
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only or with security plus limited compliance need to be updated to provide more MRA 

benefits. This would attract prospective MRA partners and their AEOs. As demonstrated in 

Table 7.15, the focus of AEO programs is an influencing factor within the MRA preparation 

and the MRA negotiation phases. 

Table 7.15 

Factor of AEO Program Focus 

Domain Side-by-side joint display for mixed-methods interpretation 

 

AEO 

program 

focus 

Quantitative results 

The analysis revealed that 55 respondents (90.2% of all respondents replied) 

agree that ‘AEO program focus’ has some impact on MRA negotiations, 

while only three respondents (4.9%) said that it has no impact.  

Qualitative findings 

Thematic analysis investigated AEO program focus and provided evidence 

that it is a vital factor which must be satisfied for successful MRA 

negotiations. 

 

Simultaneously, evidence collected from the qualitative analysis highlighted 

how this factor strongly impacts the negotiation of MRAs. The findings 

showed that countries are most likely to consider the focus of their partners’ 

AEO programs on mandatory security provisions compatible with the SAFE 

Framework. Therefore, if there is a lack of security provisions or programs 

have a compliance-focus only, MRA negotiations will not proceed further, 

unless such AEO programs undergo modification or modernisation. 

 

Furthermore, the findings also suggested that in addition to programs with a 

compliance-focus, AEO programs with security only or security and limited 

compliance need to be modernised or upgraded. The reason for this 

requirement is to provide more benefits in these programs, which would 

attract prospective MRA partners and their AEOs. 

 

Mixed-methods interpretation 

Convergence was found between the quantitative results and the qualitative 

findings, in which ‘AEO program focus’ is a critical factor impacting MRA 

negotiations. 

Source: Author 

Third, the factor ‘AEO program scope’, that includes priority for export only, import only or 

for both export and import within AEO programs, has been examined in the prior literature. 

Findings from the present study supported the study of the National Board of Trade (2010, 

p. 19), which claims that both import and export should be included, as recommended by the 

SAFE Framework. In addition, as seen in many MRA negotiations (for example, Japan-New 

Zealand and EU-US), AEO program scope is a factor impacting MRA negotiations 

(National Board of Trade, 2010). The use of convergent parallel mixed-methods in this 
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study has confirmed and validated this factor as impacting MRA negotiations. An 

interviewee stated that “Priority for export, or import, or both is an important factor”, while 

90.2% of survey respondents indicated that AEO program scope has some impact on MRA 

negotiations. This factor is similar to AEO program focus as it affects both the MRA 

preparation and the MRA negotiation phase within the negotiation process. The factor AEO 

program scope was interpreted by the mixed-method research method, as presented in Table 

7.16. 

Table 7.16 

Factor of AEO Program Scope 

Domain Side-by-side joint display for mixed-methods interpretation 

 

AEO program 

scope 

Quantitative results 

Fifty-five respondents (90.2% of all respondents replied) indicated that 

‘AEO program scope’ has some impact on MRA negotiations, while 

three respondents (4.9%) said that it has no impact. 

 

Qualitative findings 

The results validated the impact of AEO program scope on MRA 

negotiations. Therefore, it is regarded as a genuine factor. 

 

The thematic analysis explained how this factor affects such negotiations. 

For example, import-only AEO programs do not provide any benefits for 

exporters, so MRAs are unnecessary. Even if, a country’s AEO program 

only has exporters, it is not attractive to prospective MRA partners to 

claim reciprocal MRA benefits for goods importing to this country. 

 

Mixed-methods interpretation 

The triangulation of both quantitative results and qualitative findings 

indicated that ‘AEO program scope’ is a genuine factor impacting MRA 

negotiations. 

Source: Author 

Fourth, the convergence of the mixed-methods approach, as outlined in Table 7.17, 

indicated ‘privacy and data protection’ as a critical factor impacting MRA negotiations. This 

supports the findings of Aigner (2010), Chan and Holler (2016), Chuah (2014), Ireland 

(2011), Kim (2017), National Board of Trade (2010) and (Weerth, 2011). As suggested by 

the National Board of Trade (2010), sensitive or personal data (for example, participation in 

C-TPAT) need to be confidential, so enabling legislation (Aigner, 2010, p. 53). Adequate IT 

systems (Kim, 2017, p. 9) must be in place to protect sensitive information within the 

context of MRA negotiation and implementation. In this regard, our findings supported the 

study of Aigner (2010), Kim (2017) and National Board of Trade (2010) by further 

explaining that an adequate level of data protection by each party is required because 
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negotiating parties will identify whether it is sufficient to protect their privacy and relevant 

data. If no such legislation is present, there could be concerns over data mishandling 

(Chuah, 2014, p. 10). This could subsequently postpone the whole negotiation process while 

finding appropriate solutions. If an MRA negotiating party, such as the EU, then the other 

parties would have to develop an equivalent legal framework, or these negotiations would 

no longer proceed. For example, an interviewee stated that “the EU cannot conclude any 

agreement if data protection is not considered as [sic] equivalent or adequate.” 

Table 7.17 

Factor of Privacy and Data Protection 

Domain Side-by-side joint display for mixed-methods interpretation 

 

Privacy and 

data 

protection 

Quantitative results 

The results obtained from this analysis showed that 55 respondents 

(90.2% of all respondents replied) indicated that ‘privacy and data 

protection’ has some impact on MRA negotiations, while three 

respondents (4.9%) said that it has no impact. 

 

 

Qualitative findings 

Evidence from this analysis suggested that privacy and data protection is 

a critical factor impacting MRA negotiations. 

 

This is because privacy and data protection are key issues or concerns 

during the AEO program comparison stage. In this stage, the negotiating 

parties attempt to identify whether their partners have adequate 

regulations in place to protect privacy and relevant data. If adequate 

legislation is not in place, it will cause problems for the MRA process. 

 

Even if negotiating party bypasses or ignores a lack of these regulations 

by the other party, and concludes the MRA, the consequence will be that 

this party cannot send data, which is deemed confidential and is protected 

by the government, to another country. 

 

Therefore, if one country or territory considers the equivalence of 

legislation concerning privacy and data protection as a prerequisite, the 

others must have such legislation in place before the conclusion of the 

MRA. Otherwise, negotiations might take place, but without a clear end 

dates for the conclusion of the MRA.  

Mixed-methods interpretation 

To address the central research question, the triangulation from the 

quantitative results and the qualitative findings identified convergence, 

confirming that ‘privacy and data protection’ is an important factor 

impacting MRA negotiations.  

Source: Author 
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Fifth, ‘data integrity’ in the context of MRA negotiations is an assurance of the accuracy 

and consistency of data in any system which stores, processes, or retrieves data. Previously, 

it has been rarely discussed, except for Aigner (2010). Our study supported that of Aigner 

(2010), who found that countries should carefully examine their partners’ approach to data 

integrity if their intent is to achieve MRAs. Furthermore, our study explained how data 

integrity impacts MRA negotiations, as outlined Table 7.18. 

Table 7.18 

Factor of Data Integrity 

Domain Side-by-side joint display for mixed-methods interpretation 

 

Data integrity 

Quantitative results 

The results showed that 51 respondents (86.4% of all respondents replied 

on this factor) indicated that ‘data integrity’ has some impact on MRA 

negotiations, while three respondents (5.1%) said that it has no impact. 

 

Qualitative findings 

These findings clearly indicate that data integrity is a genuine factor 

impacting MRA negotiations. 

 

The findings also cast new light on how this factor impacts such 

negotiations. The way each negotiating party deals with important AEO 

data (for example, how they store, process, or retrieve data) is a critical 

factor. 

 

One party’s relevant procedures or regulations are used to handle 

information from the AEOs, and the other party evaluates the transaction, 

or vice versa. Thus, the negotiating parties must be assured that such data 

are maintained at an adequate level of integrity by their counterparts. 

 

Mixed-methods interpretation 

When comparing both quantitative results and qualitative findings to 

answer the central research question, there was convergence from both 

approaches, indicating that ‘data integrity’ is a genuine factor impacting 

MRA negotiations. 

Source: Author 

Sixth, neither prior studies nor the quantitative approach identified ‘AEO memberships’ as a 

factor that affects the negotiation of MRAs. With the adoption of the inductive qualitative 

approach, our findings confirmed and validated that ‘AEO memberships’ is a genuine factor 

impacting such MRA negotiations. How it impacts MRA negotiations is demonstrated in 

Table 7.19. However, there is a limitation in the convergent parallel mixed-method research. 

Although it has been identified, it is still unknown as to what extent this factor impacts such 

MRA negotiations. Therefore, it is an area for future research. 
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Table 7.19 

Factor of AEO Memberships 

Domain Side-by-side joint display for mixed-methods interpretation 

 

AEO 

memberships 

Quantitative results 

There were no results from this analysis as ‘AEO memberships’ was not 

identified in the literature review as a factor impacting MRA 

negotiations. 

 

Qualitative findings 

In the qualitative study, research participants assisted in identifying the 

number of AEO memberships as a factor impacting MRA negotiations, 

even though this factor has never been discussed in prior literature, or 

identified in the quantitative study. 

 

The thematic analysis demonstrated that an imbalance in the number of 

negotiating parties’ AEOs creates more benefits to parties with a greater 

number of AEOs and fewer benefits to counterparts with only a few AEO 

members. 

 

Therefore, if there are no appropriate solutions to balance such benefits, 

the negotiating parties will not be comfortable proceeding further. The 

research participants also suggested that the number of AEO 

memberships should be evaluated together with their trade volume/value. 

 

Mixed-methods interpretation 

The integration of results has not established a convergence because 

there were no results from the quantitative study. However, the mixed-

methods study was supported by the qualitative approach in answering 

the central research question that ‘number of AEO memberships’ is a 

genuine factor impacting MRA negotiations. 

 

Source: Author 

In summary, the six factors discussed in this section are critical and need to be examined 

when negotiating parties conduct a comparison of their AEO programs. Existing literature 

has also discussed the mutuality of AEO programs (Karlsson, 2017; National Board of 

Trade, 2010). However, the mutuality of AEO programs has been reviewed and discussed in 

this thesis as a combination of other factors. In this section, our findings further indicated 

that such a mutuality of AEO programs may well be a combination of six factors: SAFE 

compliance, AEO program focus, AEO program scope, privacy and data protection, data 

integrity and AEO memberships. The response of a research participant also highlighted 

these findings: 

So, the maturity of the program was required from several aspects. And one of the 

aspects that I said is the coverage of the program. At what would be a pilot stage? Is 
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the program fully launched? How many traders have joined the AEO program? 

Yeah, how many exporters have joined the program? Maybe your program is good 

for import and export, but no exporter joins the program. So, the program is not yet 

mature for exporters. 

As a result, parties negotiating MRAs should compare the equivalence of AEO programs by 

examining these six factors. Such a comparison should happen within the MRA negotiation 

phase and also be reviewed and evaluated in the MRA implementation phase. In this phase, 

the concluded MRAs are implemented, but the MRA partners are still required to comply 

with the SAFE Framework and the relevant legislation concerning privacy and data 

protection as well as data integrity. 

2.10 Data exchange and dispute resolution procedures 

Based on the convergence of the mixed-method study as presented in Table 7.20, the 

findings confirmed ‘data exchange’ as a factor impacting MRA negotiations. This is also 

suggested by multiple previous studies (Aigner, 2010, p. 52; Chan & Holler, 2016, p. 15; 

Hintsa, 2013, p. 70; Kim, 2017, pp. 4-5; National Board of Trade, 2010, pp. 17-18; Weerth, 

2011, p. 379). Our study indicated that data exchange usually involves the confidential data 

of AEO members, which is subject to the protection of the negotiating parties’ national laws 

and legislation. Our findings concur with Aigner (2010) and National Board of Trade 

(2010), in which solutions for data exchange involving both legal aspects (for example, 

seeking legislative approval to disclose and transfer the AEOs’ information) and technical 

aspects (for example, what data is involved and how to transfer it) have been discussed in 

MRA negotiations, such as the EU-US MRA negotiation. 

Table 7.20 

Factor of Data Exchange 

Domain Side-by-side joint display for mixed-methods interpretation 

 

Data 

exchange 

Quantitative results 

These results showed that 53 respondents (86.9% of all respondents 

replied) indicated that ‘data exchange’ has some impact on MRA 

negotiations, while four respondents (6.6%) said that it has no impact. 

 

Qualitative findings 

These findings also showed that ‘data exchange’ is a factor as 

interviewees expressed many issues which arise in MRA negotiations. 

 

Why data exchange is a factor was explained by interviewees when they 

provided their opinions and experience about the problems involved. The 

first problem reported was in the legislative procedures permitting the 

exchange of data. Because of the nature of confidential data exchange 
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Domain Side-by-side joint display for mixed-methods interpretation 

within MRAs, such enabling procedures are protected by national laws 

and legislation. Therefore, these procedures are complicated and require 

appropriate approvals from competent bodies in each negotiating party 

before MRA negotiations. 

 

The second reason was attributed to inadequate and incompatible IT 

systems used to exchange the data, from which many data errors could 

arise (for example, not granting stated benefits to eligible AEOs). 

 

Third, incompatibility of the TIN format from each negotiating party 

could lead to problems with the transfer of AEO information to the other 

party. 

 

A common view among interviewees was that if these problems were not 

identified and addressed early on in the MRA negotiations, they would 

most likely occur at the MRA implementation stage when MRA partners 

conduct data exchange to share each other’s AEO status and grant 

reciprocal benefits. 

 

Mixed-methods interpretation 

To answer the central research question, the convergence of the 

quantitative results and qualitative findings confirmed that ‘data 

exchange’ is a genuine factor impacting MRA negotiations. 

 

Source: Author 

Our study agreed with that of Hintsa (2013, p. 70). While we argue that inadequate and 

incompatible systems used to exchange data can cause many data errors (for example, not 

granting stated benefits to eligible AEOs), Hintsa (2013, p. 70) indicates that data exchange 

is difficult due to the use of different systems. Our findings further pointed out the 

incompatibility of the TIN format of negotiating parties, which would cause many problems 

in the transfer of AEOs’ data and the granting of MRA benefits. 

Regarding dispute resolution procedures, Table 7.21 presents the findings from the 

integration of the convergent parallel mixed-methods study. 

Table 7.21 

Factor of Dispute Resolution Procedures 

Domain Side-by-side joint display for mixed-methods interpretation 

 

Dispute 

resolution 

procedures 

Quantitative results 

The results from this analysis showed that 50 respondents (82% of all 

respondents replied) agreed that ‘dispute resolution procedures’ has some 

impact on MRA negotiations, while seven respondents (11.5%) said that it 

has no impact. 
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Domain Side-by-side joint display for mixed-methods interpretation 

Qualitative findings 

Evidence from the thematic analysis revealed that several current MRAs do 

not contain any provisions relating to dispute resolution procedures. Our 

findings, however, suggested that it is a genuine factor impacting the 

negotiation of MRAs, especially for future MRAs. 

 

The findings also revealed how this factor impacts such negotiations. The 

MRAs currently in effect do not have these procedures because of the use of 

the partnership approach in resolving MRA issues. A resolution mechanism, 

however, could be useful and necessary to resolve disputes (for example, 

data protection disputes), instead of suspending cooperation (discontinuing 

the MRA) after further consultation. 

 

Mixed-methods interpretation 

Both quantitative results and qualitative findings triangulated in addressing 

the central research question, for which the convergence of these findings 

confirmed that ‘dispute resolution procedures’ is a genuine factor impacting 

MRA negotiations. 

 

Source: Author 

Although the literature rarely mentions about dispute resolution procedures, our study 

supported the findings of Chuah (2014) in validating these procedures as a factor impacting 

MRA negotiations. This factor was firstly mentioned by Chuah (2014, p. 10) to mean a 

mechanism which allows an MRA partner to exercise their rights against irregularities 

involving AEO companies from other partners’ programs. Chuah (2014) examined the EU-

US and EU-Japan MRAs to conclude that these MRAs contain provisions of suspension and 

termination, which could not be considered as dispute resolution procedures. Our study 

agreed with that of Chuah (2014) when we examined the EU-China MRA, which also 

contains similar provisions of suspension to the two MRAs mentioned previously. We 

further argue that provisions related to review, consultation and suspension are simply a 

partnership approach to resolving MRA issues between MRA partners. Therefore, our 

findings suggested that although operational MRAs do not include a real mechanism for 

dispute resolutions, such a mechanism is critical to resolve disputes (for example, data 

protection disputes) in the future, instead of suspension of the MRA after further 

consultation. 

In summary, data exchange and dispute resolution procedures are often negotiated by parties 

in the negotiation phase near the conclusion of the MRA. Furthermore, parties may agree to 



 

222 

 

have a pilot phase, which aims to test the transfer of data and other mechanisms for dispute 

resolution, such as reviews and consultations, before MRA implementation. 

3. Multilateral MRA initiatives 

Multilateral MRA initiatives as indicated in Chapter 1 include regional AEO programs and 

multilateral MRAs. One of the research objectives is to provide an understanding of the 

current development of regional AEO programs and multilateral MRAs globally. In 

addressing this objective, the convergent parallel mixed-methods approach was used. Using 

a mixed-methods research approach, our study concurred with and validated the findings of 

Hintsa et al. (2016) and Widdowson (2014, 2016), in which a multilateral approach is 

promoted to significantly reduce the efforts and resources of negotiating countries compared 

to those of a bilateral approach. Regarding challenges attributable to regional AEO 

programs, while the findings of Ariadna (2016) emphasised the implementation of regional 

AEO programs, our findings found various challenges for countries in achieving regional 

initiatives (for example, regional AEO programs and multilateral MRAs), as specified in 

Table 7.22. 

Table 7.22 

Multilateral MRA Initiatives 

Domain Side-by-side joint display for mixed-methods interpretation 

 

Regional 

AEO 

programs 

and 

multilateral 

MRAs 

Quantitative results 

This analysis showed that 71.7% of respondents were optimistic (strongly 

agreed and agreed) about the future of regional AEO programs and 

multilateral MRAs. 

 

While respondents with neutral answers accounted for 22.6%, there was a 

low proportion, 5.7% of pessimistic respondents who either strongly 

disagreed or disagreed. 

 

Qualitative findings 

This analysis revealed diverse responses from interviewees and survey 

respondents towards the growing trend of regional AEO programs and 

multilateral MRAs. Notwithstanding, research respondents across the 

sector, especially the private sector, agreed that this trend is becoming 

popular and they expect potential benefits from such regional initiatives, 

but there are several doubts about these initiatives. 

 

Benefits from regional MRA initiatives identified here included facilitation 

of trade, in which recognition of AEOs is automatically applied among 

related countries, as well as simplified cross-border clearance within the 

region. Another advantage identified in this analysis was that the adoption 

of regional approaches should significantly reduce the efforts and resources 
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Domain Side-by-side joint display for mixed-methods interpretation 

of negotiating countries because one MRA at a regional level will be 

equivalent to many bilateral MRAs. 

 

In addition, other findings referred to several conditions in which such 

initiatives should be developed, and the inherent challenges identified in 

regional AEO programs and multilateral MRAs. These conditions included 

the suggestion that such MRA initiatives should be developed from 

existing blocks of trade and shared land borders among countries within a 

region. In addition, some challenges have been identified that are likely to 

hinder the achievement of any regional MRA initiative because some 

countries are not ready for regional AEO programs or multilateral MRAs. 

For example, they may not have AEO programs, or fully matured 

programs, or they may have differences in their expectations, priorities, 

and economic backgrounds. Consequently, it is essential that appropriate 

strategies for change management are adopted in these countries before 

they aim to join any regional MRA initiative. 

 

The analysis of data from documents, interviews and the survey, however, 

showed that there is an apparently growing trend towards regional AEO 

programs and multilateral MRAs. Although regional AEO programs and 

multilateral MRAs have been witnessed around the world, countries in the 

Americas and the Caribbean region are seemingly pursuing a broader 

multilateral MRA initiative for the whole region. The experience of and 

best practices from successful regional initiatives in this region could be 

valuable for other regional AEO programs and multilateral MRAs under 

negotiation. In the meantime, the WCO may also find this experience 

useful for developing relevant guidelines which aim at fostering further 

regional initiatives. 

 

 

Mixed-methods interpretation 

The convergent parallel mixed-methods research found convergence 

between both the quantitative results and the qualitative findings that the 

increase of regional AEO programs and multilateral MRAs will be a major 

trend soon. The survey found that 71.7% of respondents agreed with this 

statement, while most responses from both interviewees and survey 

respondents showed that this trend is becoming popular. To support the 

data from the survey and interviews, data from current practices also 

showed that out of five operational regional initiatives, more than six 

others are under negotiation across several regions (for example, Southern 

America, Africa, and Southeastern Europe).  

Source: Author 

4. A prospective global MRA 

A prospective global MRA has been discussed in various studies (Altemöller, 2011; 

Ariadna, 2016; National Board of Trade, 2010; WCO, 2015b; Weerth, 2011, 2015). While 
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Altemöller (2011) indicates a leading role for the WCO in achieving a global MRA, the 

National Board of Trade (2010) suggests that its achievement should be by compliance with 

those tools and instruments specified in the SAFE Framework. Our findings do not agree 

with those of Altemöller (2011) and National Board of Trade (2010) but showed that the 

achievement of a global MRA presents many tough challenges and that certain conditions 

must be met. Such challenges and conditions include, but are not limited to, political will, 

global standards, mutual trust, fair trade, mutual interests, capacity building and reliable 

security records. Each country has its own conditions and practices, so it is a huge challenge 

to reach a consensus at an international level. In this regard, interviewee CO6 noted that “for 

global MRA [sic], you can’t have the same rule everywhere and I told you that sensitivities 

are different, and approach [sic] are different. I think it is not realistic to have a global AEO 

program.” Hence, the ideal and eventual goal presented by the WCO (2015b) a global MRA 

seems unrealistic. In the case where a global MRA is not achievable, regional AEO 

programs and multilateral MRAs should be further promoted by the WCO taking a leading 

role and the close cooperation of its members. Table 7.23 shows a side-by-side joint display 

for mixed-methods interpretation concerning a global MRA. 

Table 7.23 

A Global MRA 

Domain Side-by-side joint display for mixed-methods interpretation 

 

A prospective 

global MRA 

Quantitative results 

Regarding the statement of whether “a global MRA will become a 

reality”, the quantitative results revealed that the percentage of optimistic 

respondents (either strongly agreed or agreed with the statement) was 

only slightly lower than that of pessimistic respondents (either strongly 

disagreed or disagreed), at 32.8% and 34.4% respectively. 

 

Among those respondents with backgrounds of in MRA negotiation and 

implementation, the percentage of optimists was at 85.7%, compared to 

that of the pessimists at 75%. 18% of respondents had a neutral opinion. 

Among these, 88.9% have an MRA negotiation and implementation 

background. 

 

Qualitative findings 

These findings showed three levels of agreement (support/agree, neutral, 

and do not support/disagree) demonstrated by both interviewees and 

survey respondents towards a prospective global MRA. 

 

The results also revealed that many conditions that must be met for the 

achievement of an AEO global mutual system were identified and 

presented. These were political will, global standards, mutual trust, fair 
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trade, mutual interests, capacity building, and reliable security records. 

These conditions, however, present tough challenges for any country that 

wants to pursue such a global mutual system. 

This analysis also found that there has been competition between the 

WTO's TFA and the SAFE Framework. This means that if the TFA is 

successfully implemented it could become the global system for 

compliant traders. In this case, traders are not required to join any 

program or to undergo special validation. Therefore, a successful TFA 

implies that there is no need for many bilateral, regional MRA initiatives 

or even a global MRA. Thus, the current approaches of any AEO mutual 

system are MRA implementation and the continuity of bilateral and 

multilateral paths. 

 

Mixed-methods interpretation 

Both the quantitative results and qualitative findings converged to 

provide the mixed-method result that a prospective global MRA is a 

controversial concept. In the survey, 32.8% of respondents were 

optimistic, whereas 34.4% were pessimistic towards the statement, “A 

global MRA will become a reality”. 

 

Similarly, the opinions among interviewees on were diverse, making the 

concept of “a prospective global MRA” even more debatable. The TFA, 

however, could provide an alternative, a similar agreement, but it is 

questionable as to whether it belongs to the WTO, and its security 

provisions are not compulsory. 

 

Source: Author 

5. Tools for achieving MRAs 

A review of the literature showed that many tools have been developed to harmonise the 

establishment of national AEO programs. There are only three tools directly involved in the 

MRA development process, however, the WCO MRA Guidelines, the WCO MRA Strategy 

Guide and the WCO TIN Guidelines. One of the research objectives of this study is to 

identify whether current tools are sufficient for promoting MRA negotiations. To do this, 

the convergent parallel mixed-methods research was applied to examine these three MRA 

tools, results are presented in Table 7.24. 

Table 7.24 

WCO MRA Guidelines and WCO MRA Strategy Guide 

Domain Side-by-side joint display for mixed-methods interpretation 

 

WCO MRA 

Guidelines 

Quantitative results 

52.5% of respondents confirmed that their nations use the WCO MRA 

Guidelines. These respondents were citizens of 24 different countries and 
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(WCO, 

2011a) 

the EU. The percentage of “No” and “Not applicable” responses was 

19.7%, whereas 27.9% answered “Not sure”.  

Qualitative findings 

These findings showed that before the release of the MRA Guidelines in 

2011, more than 10 MRAs had been concluded based on the practical 

experience of negotiators. The initial processes for these MRA 

negotiations were developed and agreed upon by a joint committee, 

including representatives from both negotiating countries. The WCO MRA 

Guidelines are now the basis for these MRA negotiation processes. 

Furthermore, the WCO MRA Guidelines were developed based mainly on 

the negotiation practices of the EU-US MRA negotiation process in 2009. 

Negotiators and other interviewees have acknowledged it to be an 

operationally useful guide that contains the MRAs’ principles, the essential 

elements for the MRA text, and practical implementation and 

troubleshooting advice. 

The WCO 

MRA 

Strategy 

Guide 

(WCO, 

2018c) 

Quantitative results 

The results from the identification of respondents’ awareness of the WCO 

MRA Strategy Guide and their perceptions on its effects demonstrated that 

52.7% knew about the WCO MRA Strategy Guide. In contrast, those who 

did not know and unsure were 34.43% and 13.11%, respectively. 

 

When asking whether the WCO MRA Strategy Guide will help to promote 

the achievement of bilateral and regional MRAs, 52.5% of respondents 

agreed with this statement, while 29.5% of them were neutral. 

 

Qualitative findings 

The results showed that interviewees believed that the WCO MRA 

Strategy Guide, released in 2018, has more comprehensive features than 

the WCO MRA Guidelines. Although several sections overlap between the 

two guides (one interviewee said “No big difference, it's just formatted in a 

different way” about its repeat of principles and components of the MRA 

text content), the qualitative findings showed that the WCO MRA Strategy 

Guide provides more comprehensive than the WCO MRA Guidelines, 

with practical instructions for three phases of prior, during and post-

negotiations. 

 

Several new components in the WCO MRA Strategy Guide, including 

Transparency, Vision, Today’s Tip, and Tomorrow’s trend, were identified 

as critical tools which provide strategic directions and goals to customs 

administrations. Other elements, like key enablers, working examples, best 

practices, benefits and monitoring, and training for validators and auditors, 

are specifically unique to the WCO MRA Strategy Guide, and are user-

friendly, even to those “persons not previously involved in MRA 

negotiations” or “specifically for those who are new”. 

 

Findings also revealed that most countries do not have any national 

guidelines other than the WCO MRA Guidelines and the WCO MRA 

Strategy Guide. The WCO MRA Strategy Guide should be used together 
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with the WCO MRA Guidelines in the context of the SAFE Framework. 

The best scenario is the combination of both guides for more 

harmonisation which collectively “provide good and useful guidance for 

customs administrations in negotiating MRAs”. 

 

Source: Author 

Table 7.24 allows a mixed-method interpretation to be made for both the WCO MRA 

Guidelines and the WCO MRA Strategy Guide. When several interviewees from the 

negotiator group were asked “what guidelines are used for MRA negotiations?” most 

responded that both the WCO MRA Guidelines and the WCO MRA Strategy Guide are 

currently utilised. For example, interview CO4 said that “we followed those guidelines 

closely. We do not have any other guidelines.” 

From the quantitative approach, 52.7% survey respondents from 24 countries as well as the 

EU confirmed that their nations apply the WCO MRA Guidelines to negotiations. In 

distinguishing the WCO MRA Guidelines and the WCO MRA Strategy Guide, research 

participants were asked to identify the most important features in the WCO MRA Strategy 

Guide compared with the MRA Guidelines. Although there are many of the contents 

overlap, most participants responded that the WCO MRA Strategy Guide is more 

comprehensive and contains more practical instructions. Our document analysis also 

confirmed this claim. In addition, our survey found that 52.7% of respondents were also 

aware of the WCO MRA Strategy Guide. Furthermore, 52.5% of respondents also agreed 

that the WCO MRA Strategy Guide would help promote the achievement of bilateral, 

regional AEO programs and multilateral MRAs. 

Nevertheless, the present study found that both the WCO MRA Guidelines and the WCO 

MRA Strategy Guide are crucial to many customs administrations to follow and get 

instructed. While several MRAs were negotiated before the release of the WCO MRA 

Guidelines, for which negotiators used their practical experience, other subsequent MRA 

negotiations have been conducted using the WCO MRA Guidelines. In the survey, 52.5% of 

survey respondents confirmed that their nations apply the WCO MRA guidelines to foster 

the MRA negotiation process. 

Our findings also indicated that the WCO MRA Strategy Guide is a more comprehensive 

and practical guide than the WCO MRA Guidelines, notwithstanding the fact that both 
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guides overlap in part. Over 52.5% of respondents agreed that the WCO MRA Strategy 

Guide would help to promote the achievement of bilateral and regional MRAs. 

Issues related to the exchange of data were reported as commonplace within the 

implementation of MRAs. Unmatched national TINs were identified as being among the 

possible issues. The development of the WCO TIN Guidelines aimed to address these 

issues. The prior literature does not mention about the effectiveness of the WCO TIN 

Guidelines. In the current study, 47.5% of respondents agreed that the WCO TIN Guidelines 

would help promote MRA negotiations and implementation (for example, data exchange). 

This result corresponded to that of the interviews, which showed that the WCO TIN 

Guidelines provide possible solutions for data exchange by creating compatible national 

TIN formats, which would then facilitate MRA implementation. There were some cautious 

interviewees, however, who challenged WCO members to update the TINs to comply with 

the WCO TIN Guidelines. 

One of the research objectives is to identify whether the current MRA tools are sufficient to 

promote the development of regional AEO programs and multilateral MRAs. While we 

agree that the three MRA tools developed by the WCO have essential roles to play in the 

MRA development process, these tools were released when many customs administrations 

lacked guidance on successful MRA negotiating, or on what to include in the MRA 

development process. For example, in the interviews, negotiators indicated that they had to 

rely on their experience and lessons learned from previous negotiations. Once the WCO 

MRA Guidelines were introduced and subsequently, the WCO MRA Strategy Guide were 

introduced, these guides have been extensively utilised by many customs administrations for 

guiding the MRA negotiation process. Although research participants agreed that these two 

guides together with the WCO TIN Guidelines would promote MRA negotiations at a 

bilateral and multilateral level, we further argue that on the one hand, these guides are 

helpful and necessary, but that additional guides require the WCO to take the leading role as 

well as constant support from tis members. Table 7.25 shows a side-by-side joint display 

and interpretation concerning the tools for achieving MRAs. 

Table 7.25 

WCO TIN Guidelines 

Domain Side-by-side joint display for mixed-methods interpretation 

 

WCO TIN 

Quantitative results 

The results showed that 47.5% of respondents agreed that these 
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Guidelines 

(WCO, 

2018b) 

guidelines would help promote MRA negotiations and implementation, 

with 15% of respondents disagreeing. 36.7% of respondents were unsure 

and/or unfamiliar with the WCO TIN Guidelines. 

Qualitative findings 

The findings suggested that the guidelines provide possible solutions for 

the creation of a globally unique identifier for AEOs (TIN) and for the 

real-time exchange of these TINs through respective IT systems, which 

could harmonise the update of national TIN formats compatible with this 

guideline. 

 

Other issues, such as data protection and data integrity, are not addressed 

in these guidelines, but are under different national laws of negotiating 

countries. The findings, however, also showed that the updating to 

harmonise TINs globally is not easily implemented as several countries 

have TIN systems that are not owned by the customs administrations, but 

by others such as tax authority or the private sector. Additionally, newly 

developed technologies for the exchange of data, for example, 

blockchain, need to be explored further within the framework of the 

WCO TIN Guidelines. 

 

Mixed-methods interpretation 

Nearly a half (47.5%) of survey respondents agreed that the WCO TIN 

Guidelines would help promote MRA negotiations and implementation. 

It appears that the release of the WCO TIN Guidelines is an ambition of 

the WCO to achieve harmonisation of the TIN when all WCO members 

apply and update their systems to foster data exchange. Nevertheless, 

many of the WCO members still struggle with such an application of the 

WCO TIN Guidelines. 

 

Source: Author 

6. Conclusion 

This chapter has integrated results from both the quantitative and qualitative analysis, from 

which a mixed-methods interpretation has been drawn. The findings include factors that 

have an impact on MRA negotiations, multilateral MRA initiatives, a prospective global 

MRA, and tools for achieving MRAs. 

The next chapter will outline an MRA Development Model based on these findings. 
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CHAPTER 8: MRA DEVELOPMENT MODEL 

1. Introduction 

This chapter presents a model for an effective MRA development process. The purpose of 

the model is to provide governments with a logical framework for facilitating the 

preparation, negotiation and implementation phases of AEO MRA development at both the 

bilateral and multilateral level. First, an overview of the model is presented which, based on 

the research findings, categorises the elements that have an impact on the various phases of 

the MRA process. Each of the three phases is then discussed, together with the steps 

involved in each phase. 

2. Overview of the MRA development model 

This section builds on and consolidates the research findings by presenting a proposed MRA 

development model. The model identifies the various elements that have an impact on the 

MRA development process. These elements are grouped in two categories, MRA tools and 

factors. The impact of each element is also identified against the three phases of MRA 

preparation, negotiation and implementation. 

The WCO MRA Guidelines, the WCO MRA Strategy Guide and the WCO TIN Guidelines 

are identified as the three most relevant MRA tools, which provide guidance to customs 

administrations throughout the MRA development process including the MRA preparation 

phase, the MRA negotiation phase and the MRA implementation phase. In addition to these 

three tools, a total of 30 factors are identified, which are considered to have an impact on the 

development of MRAs. 

Eight factors including ‘free trade agreements’, ‘coordinated border management’, ‘customs 

cooperative agreements’, ‘internal commitment’, ‘resource allocation’, ‘MRA training’, 

‘trader awareness’ and ‘MRA benefits’ have some impact in all three phases of the MRA 

development process. 

Seven factors have an impact in the MRA preparation and negotiation phases only. These 

are ‘political ties’, ‘geopolitical considerations’, ‘economic size’, ‘trust’, ‘political will’, 

‘form of selective agreements’ and ‘MRA lobbying’. 

The four factors of ‘export volume/value’, ‘import volume/value’, ‘trade volume/value’, and 

‘trade patterns’ are identified as having an impact on the MRA preparation phase only and 
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‘national sovereignty’ only has an impact on the MRA negotiation phase. Two factors of 

‘import clearance time’ and ‘non-tariff barriers’ have an impact on the two phases of MRA 

preparation and implementation. The remaining factors consisting of ‘SAFE Compliance’, 

‘AEO program focus’, ‘AEO program scope’, ‘privacy and data protection’, ‘data integrity’, 

‘number of AEO memberships’, ‘data exchange’, and ‘dispute resolution procedures’ have 

an impact on the two phases of MRA negotiation and MRA implementation. 

In addition, the MRA development model identifies those elements which have an impact in 

each step of the three phases of MRA preparation, negotiation and implementation (see 

Section 3). The MRA development model created from the research findings is presented in 

Figure 8.1. 

Figure 8.1 

MRA Development Model 

 
Source: Author 
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3. Phases of the MRA development model 

Having provided a broad overview of the MRA development model (see Figure 8.1), this 

section further details the MRA development model in terms of its three phases of MRA 

preparation, negotiation and implementation. 

3.1 Preparation phase 

In the MRA preparation phase, a country should develop a holistic national MRA strategy, 

which provides a framework for competent authorities (for example, customs 

administration) to negotiate and implement MRAs. The MRA strategy should include, but 

should not be limited to, the country’s vision and mission in achieving both bilateral and 

multilateral MRAs, its long-term and short-term goals in relation to MRA negotiations, an 

analysis of the country’s strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats in dealing with 

potential MRA negotiations, an analysis of information and intelligence obtained from 

relevant stakeholders, an appropriate resource allocation and operational plan. In this phase, 

the relevant elements identified in Figure 8.1 when progressing each of the three steps 

associated with this phase. 

There are three critical steps in preparing for an MRA, consisting of organising a national 

MRA committee, devising an MRA project and accepting or sending invitations. 

Step 1: Organise a national MRA committee 

This step should be undertaken with guidance from the relevant tools, that is, the WCO 

MRA Guidelines, the WCO MRA Strategy Guide, the WCO TIN Guidelines. Key factors in 

achieving this include the need for high level of political will, internal commitment, 

effective cooperation among border agencies and MRA lobbying. A customs administration 

needs to seek political support at government level for the establishment of a competent 

committee. In this stage, the factors of political will and internal commitment play an 

important role in encouraging relevant stakeholders, such as competent border agencies, 

trade associations, AEO associations, and AEO companies, to join the committee and 

develop an MRA project. Lobbying by the private sector is a legal activity in many 

countries and these countries encourage trade associations, AEO associations, and AEO 

companies to present their views in order to facilitate the MRA development process. 
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Step 2: Devise an MRA strategy 

In this step, a proactive approach should be adopted to develop a national MRA strategy. 

This strategy should be devised with the participation of relevant stakeholders, such as 

border agencies, trade associations, AEO associations, and AEO companies. All elements 

shown in Step 2 of Figure 8.1 for the MRA preparation phase are relevant, together with 

guidance from the MRA tools. 

A high level of political will and internal commitment within the national MRA committee 

and each of the stakeholders’ organisations is needed to support the development of the 

MRA strategy, which may be influenced by lobbying to help identify potential MRA partner 

countries. The factors of ‘coordinated border management and ‘MRA training’ are also 

relevant because the MRA strategy must have effective cooperation from governmental 

agencies at the borders, with MRA training providing relevant knowledge to negotiators, 

validators, and auditors, as well as enhancing trader awareness. 

In consulting with private sector stakeholders, the MRA committee should consider factors 

including ‘MRA training’ to the private sector, ‘trader awareness’, and ‘satisfactions with 

MRA benefits’ in order to obtain the private sector’s opinions, perceptions and suggestions. 

Meanwhile, it is essential to receive these feedbacks on issues such as ‘import clearance 

time’, ‘non-tariff barrier’, common issues or problems arising in particular foreign markets 

(countries). The consultation with the private sector regarding ‘import clearance time’ and 

‘non-tariff barrier’ in several potential MRA partner countries could prove helpful in for 

subsequently reviewing and evaluating actual MRA implementation. 

When identifying a priority list of potential MRA partner countries, several factors need to 

be addressed, including ‘political ties’, ‘geopolitical considerations’, ‘economic size’, ‘trade 

volume/value’, ‘export volume/value’, ‘import volume/value’, ‘trade patterns’, ‘free trade 

agreements’ and ‘customs cooperative agreements’ to ensure appropriate countries selected. 

Through careful examination of these factors, the MRA committee will also build an initial 

level of assurance of ‘trust’ that MRAs with countries in the priority list would be 

appropriate. Furthermore, the national MRA committee should decide early which form of 

selective agreements (binding or non-binding) it should pursue, based on a country’ s 

legislation or any other national requirements. Then, appropriate resources (human, time and 

finance) are allocated for successful progress of the national MRA strategy. 
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Based on information and intelligence collected from relevant stakeholders, an analysis 

should be conducted to examine the country and prospective partners’ relative situations (for 

example, legal basis for MRAs, IT issues, resources, political relationships, geopolitical 

considerations, trade, and the presence of free trade agreements and customs cooperative 

agreements). 

Results from this analysis should provide a priority list of prospective MRA partner 

countries in which a country could have confidence in terms of the partner countries’ 

regulatory environment and AEO program implementation. An MRA with these countries 

should also be considered achievable and bring mutual benefits both parties. Prospective 

MRA partner countries should be listed in a priority sequence, on which decisions as to 

whether to accept or send MRA invitations would be based. In addition, the MRA 

committee could seek further political support from competent authorities to progress the 

national MRA strategy, in order to ensure appropriate MRA training to government officials 

and the wider business community, and to ensure sufficient resources for both the MRA 

negotiations and the implementation process. Additionally, lobbying should be encouraged 

as such activities will support and facilitate the MRA development process. 

Step 3: Accept or send invitations 

Based on the national MRA strategy, a customs administration should now have a clear road 

map and mandate to initiate MRAs with prospective MRA partner countries. There are two 

ways in which this may occur. First, the customs administration may be approached by a 

potential MRA partner, and second, the customs administration may approach a potential 

partner by sending an invitation to commence MRA negotiations. 

There are also several ways to invite or accept invitations from prospective countries to 

initiate MRA negotiations. The DG or customs commissioner may have personal contacts 

with their counterparts in other customs administrations and contact them informally. Also, 

through their interactions at international or bilateral conferences, they could exchange their 

interest in engaging in MRA negotiations. A formal Letter of Intent could follow at a later 

stage. When countries are key trading partners and free trade agreements or customs 

cooperative agreements are in place, this may further facilitate the initiation of MRA 

negotiations. Another way of sending or receiving invitations is through diplomatic 

channels, for example, Embassies or overseas representative offices. 
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Note that a priority list of prospective MRA partners is very important for a country to 

compile, and if an inviting country is not on the invitation receiver’s priority list, then the 

receiver is likely to decide not to proceed with MRA negotiations and therefore refuse the 

invitation. On the other hand, the invitation receiver will most likely accept the invitation if 

the inviter appears on their priority list of prospective MRA partner countries. Figure 8.2 

provides a summary of the MRA preparation phase. 

Figure 8.2 

Three Steps of the MRA Preparation Phase 

 
Source: Author 

Common challenges in the MRA negotiation phase are that countries often lack the vision or 

motivation to develop a holistic national MRA strategy. This reduces these countries’ ability 

to pursue and achieve MRAs. Therefore, the objective of the MRA preparation phase is to 

develop a national strategy that provides guidance and a mandate to achieve MRAs with 

other countries. An important part of the strategy is the priority list of prospective MRA 

partner countries. A customs administration may then use the priority list in one of three 

ways. First, it may be invited by another customs administration to negotiate an AEO MRA 

and could either accept or reject the invitation base on the priority list. Second, the customs 

administration may proactively send an invitation to a customs administration on the priority 

list. Third, the customs administration may receive several invitations, and use the priority 

list to prioritise its MRA negotiation program. 



 

237 

 

3.2 Negotiation phase 

Having decided to proceed with MRA negotiations, the study suggests that several relevant 

elements, including the three MRA tools and 24 of the 30 factors may have some impact on 

the MRA negotiation phase. This phase is comprised of five essential steps and each step is 

impacted by different elements (factors and tools, see Figure 8.1). 

Step 1: Accept MRA invitations 

As indicated in Step 3 of the preparation phase, a customs administration checks the priority 

list to see if it has already been approached to engage MRA negotiations. If the answer is 

yes, the customs administration will then rely on other factors to determine whether it 

accepts and proceeds with the MRA negotiations. Factors relevant to this step could include 

‘political ties’, ‘geopolitical considerations’, ‘economic size’, ‘free trade agreements’, 

‘coordinated border management’, ‘customs cooperative agreements’, ‘trust’, ‘political 

will’, ‘internal commitment’, , ‘resource allocation’, ‘form of selective agreements’, ‘MRA 

training’, ‘trader awareness’, ‘MRA benefits’ and ‘MRA lobbying’ (see Figure 8.1). 

A country might have a prerequisite for MRA negotiations in which it and its inviting 

country must have a ‘customs cooperative agreement’ (‘CMAA’ or ‘free trade agreements’ 

with provisions of customs cooperation) in place. In this case, an MRA may be negotiated 

according to provisions within the customs cooperative agreements. Therefore, this 

prerequisite should be checked to ensure an invitation will not be declined. While ‘MRA 

lobbying’ may facilitate the MRA development process, accepting MRA invitations requires 

a customs administration to have ‘political will’, ‘internal commitment’ and ‘coordinated 

border management’ where the customs administration must cooperate with other border 

agencies and have trust in the inviting country before proceeding with MRA negotiations. 

The customs administration might rely on its country’s ‘political ties’ and ‘geopolitical 

considerations’ with the inviting country in order to build its initial ‘trust’. The customs 

administration should consider the ‘economic size’ of the inviting country because MRA 

negotiations with a big economy could also be challenging. Together with accepting an 

invitation, the customs administration also has to allocate appropriate resources for the 

negotiation phase. 

 Once the Letter of Intent (or Letter of Invitation) for MRA negotiations has been accepted 

by the prospective MRA partner country, the two parties will exchange initial information 
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regarding their first point of contacts, AEO programs, and the current status of AEO 

implementation, objectives, and expectations. This step is very important for the two parties 

because it shows their commitment in pursuing a successful outcome. If both parties have 

already researched and prepared their priority lists carefully, as discussed in the MRA 

preparation phase, they will be able to identify each other as prospective partners. It would 

then be appropriate for the parties to progress to the next step of MRA negotiations. 

Step 2: Agreement on the Action Plan 

An action plan (sometimes called a work plan, joint work plan or road map) will provide a 

way forward and schedule of activities for both parties to fulfil, follow up, and review their 

work throughout the MRA negotiation phase or even through further stages of MRA 

implementation. In this step, both parties should refer to the three MRA tools for instruction 

as well as all relevant factors (as specified in Step 2 of Figure 8.1) to develop, and then 

agree on, the action plan. For example, based on possible factors of ‘MRA lobbying’, 

‘political ties’, ‘geopolitical considerations’, ‘free trade agreements’, ‘customs cooperative 

agreements’, ‘national sovereignty’ and ‘trust’, a party could gain further ‘political will’ and 

‘internal commitment’ for its MRA negotiations. 

It will be essential for the action plan to demonstrate the scope of the negotiations, 

timeframes, designated roles of each party, evaluation mechanisms, types of 

communication, MRA training and the legal basis for MRA texts (for example, the form of 

selective agreements, types of MRA benefits). Once the parties agree on the details of the 

proposed road map, the action plan can be signed by competent representatives from both 

parties. 

Step 3: Program comparison 

This step is one of the activities that should be specified in the action plan. In this step, each 

party requests their counterpart to provide the relevant documents for initial program 

comparison. These documents will include the relevant legal framework for data protection 

and the current implementation of AEO programs, such as eligibility criteria, minimum 

security requirements, authorisation, validation procedures, benefits, how many AEOs and 

what types of AEOs are involved in the program. Therefore, key relevant factors involved in 

this step include ‘SAFE compliance’, ‘AEO programs focus, ‘AEO program scope, ‘privacy 

and data protection’, ‘data integrity’ and ‘AEO memberships’ as both parties will compare 
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the equivalence and actual implementation of their AEO programs, while the remaining 

factors will help to facilitate such a comparison. 

Based on available documents, both parties should conduct a detailed side-by-side program 

comparison of each side’s legislation, procedures and guidelines regarding AEO programs, 

their implementation, and relevant legal framework for data protection and exchange. The 

comparison may identify possible gaps, including in relation to SAFE compliance of their 

AEO programs. In addition, the comparison will indicate whether their AEO programs are 

equivalent in terms of security standards, mutual interests and reciprocated MRA benefits. 

This step often identifies several issues. First, a party’s AEO implementation may differ 

from their prospective MRA partners (for example, in the AEO validation process and 

methods, MRA benefits in AEO programs, or in the number of AEO memberships). Second, 

lack of a legal framework for privacy and data protection or data exchange may be 

identified in one or more of the negotiating parties. It is critical that once issues are 

identified they are addressed promptly by each party so that such gaps are closed to allow 

matching of the AEO programs’ compatibility and equivalence requirements. If further 

issues arise, each party should clarify and address them via ongoing communication. 

Alternatively, these issues could also be addressed in Step 4, joint validation audits. 

Step 4: Joint validation audits 

Joint site validation audits (or country joint visits) occur either at the Customs headquarters 

or the AEOs’ premises. Visits to customs offices will provide both parties’ negotiators, 

validators and auditors the opportunity to observe the partners’ program's implementation. 

Additionally, such visits allow both parties to benchmark best practices and exchange 

training materials. The negotiators, validators and auditors may also validate any on-site 

certification practices, such as application, validation, and authorisation, which would 

supplement their program comparison to determine whether they are compatible and 

equivalent. In Step 4, key relevant factors involve ‘resource allocation’, ‘national 

sovereignty’, ‘trust’, ‘SAFE compliance’, ‘AEO program focus, ‘AEO program scope, 

‘privacy and data protection’, ‘data integrity’ and ‘AEO memberships’ while other 

remaining factors should also be considered to foster the audit process. 

Meanwhile, joint validation audits are also organised at the AEOs’ premises for observation 

and validation purposes. The audits provide data about on-site practices which are used to 
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support and validate the side-by-side program comparison in Step 3. On completion of joint 

validation audits, some key issues (for example, privacy and data protection, and data 

exchange) need to be identified and addressed. Both parties rely on the data collected from 

the program comparison and joint validation audits to determine the compatibility and 

equivalence of both AEO programs. If the respective programs are compatible and 

equivalent, both parties may proceed to prepare and sign an MRA. 

Step 5: Preparing and signing an MRA 

Step 5 involves the establishment of MRA texts at both legal and operational levels. Firstly, 

both sides’ MRA negotiators focus on setting a legal framework for the proposed MRA. If 

the parties already have a CMAA, it could form part of the future MRA's legal framework. 

Also, both parties should address other aspects of the proposed MRA, such as type of 

benefits and type of selective agreements (binding or non-binding). Therefore, the key 

relevant factors in this step include ‘coordinated border management’, ‘customs cooperative 

agreements’, ‘free trade agreements’, ‘form of selective agreements’, ‘trader awareness’ and 

‘MRA benefits’, among others. It is also essential that a legal framework is established for 

governance, operation and maintenance of an MRA to facilitate the MRA implementation 

phase, which further involves the factors of ‘data exchange’ and ‘dispute resolution 

procedures’. At the operational level, MRA texts involve the exchange of data, pilot testing 

and communication channels. The two parties’ MRA negotiators then discuss selection of 

suitable timing and the location for the official signing of the MRA. Figure 8.3 presents a 

summary of the MRA negotiation phase. 
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Figure 8.3 

Five Steps of the MRA Negotiation Phase 

 
Source: Author 

Three outcomes are identified within the MRA negotiation phase. First, a customs 

administration could accept an invitation from another, but the invitation does not proceed 

further because there is a change in its priorities, lack of political will, or insufficient 

resource allocation. 

Second, an invitation is accepted and both parties would like the MRA negotiations to 

proceed quickly. Subsequently, an action plan is agreed upon and signed by both parties. 

However, several common issues identified in either Step 3 or Step 4, need to be addressed 

before negotiations proceed further. For example, one party may not have legislation 

regarding data protection and data exchange, or the countries cannot agree on the form of 

selective agreements because one party requires it to be binding while the other insists on a 

non-binding arrangement. Thus, it is recommended that countries consider the form of 

selective agreements early in Step 2 of the MRA preparation phase to facilitate subsequent 

MRA negotiations. 

The third outcome is that both parties negotiate through Step 1 to Step 5 of the MRA 

negotiation phase, addressing all inherent issues, and an agreement is reached and signed by 

both sides’ competent representatives. Pilot testing should be conducted before or after the 

conclusion of the MRA to facilitate subsequent MRA implementation. 

3.3 Implementation phase 

The MRA implementation phase involves effective governance, operation and maintenance 



 

242 

 

of the concluded MRA. The relevant MRA elements involved in the implementation phase 

are the WCO MRA guidelines, the WCO MRA Strategy Guide, the WCO TIN Guidelines, 

and 18 factors. This phase is undertaken in two steps and each step is impacted by different 

elements (factors and tools, see Figure 8.1). 

Step 1 Pilot testing 

Pilot testing may be conducted before the conclusion of an MRA. In this case, the pilot test 

would be at the operational level of the MRA negotiation phase and involve IT experts from 

each party designated in the MRA negotiation team. Hence, an action plan should clearly 

outline pilot testing steps before the MRA is concluded. 

Alternatively, the pilot testing step could be conducted after the conclusion of an MRA, 

before the MRA comes into effective. Again, the two parties should cooperate in the pilot 

test which will involve the exchange of data, the identification of AEOs in each 

counterpart’s IT systems and the granting of benefits to AEOs. 

Each party should review implementation timelines, manage expectations, provide 

necessary MRA training to frontline officers, engage relevant stakeholders (other border 

agencies) and disseminate the concluded MRA to the public. Frontline officers should be 

aware of the respective parties’ IT and legal systems. It is critical that the IT systems update 

the latest types of AEO identifiers, AEO recognition procedures, and facilitate the granting 

of MRA benefits to eligible AEO companies. Therefore, key relevant factors in this step are 

‘MRA training’, ‘privacy and data protection’, ‘data integrity’ and ‘data exchange’. 

Step 2 MRA governance, operation and maintenance 

The provisions for MRA governance, operation and maintenance, negotiated during the 

MRA negotiation rounds, will have been agreed upon and concluded in the MRA texts. 

Each party establishes their points of contact for communication with their counterpart in 

the MRA implementation phase. Effective communication channels foster the exchange of 

information, for example, program updates and supply chain security policies, which are 

required to improve both parties’ risk management. In this step of the MRA implementation 

phase, all relevant factors specified in Step 2 of Figure 8.1 are involved. 

Everyday MRA operation involves the data exchange with members of both AEO programs. 

This information needs to include their name, address, AEO status, the validation or 

authorisation date, suspensions and revocations and especially, the TINs. Significantly, such 
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information is required to accurately communicate any changes or amendments to the 

counterpart on time, for example, if suspensions and revocations are updated. 

Subject to each party’s privacy and data protection regulations, the data exchanged with the 

MRA counterpart is to be used exclusively for the purposes of the implementation of the 

MRA. Both parties should have legal procedures in place to handle data, such as data 

deletion procedures, notifications, and archiving. Such procedures are enacted solely for 

MRA implementation. Also, MRA texts may include compliance provisions developed to 

allow monitoring of the exercise of MRA provisions, for example, privacy and data 

protection. 

Furthermore, the MRA texts should include provisions regulating review and consultation 

procedures. These provisions enable parties to conduct periodic meetings to review (partly 

or comprehensively) the MRA implementation to identify strengths, shortcomings and 

future benefits. 

The MRA should also contain provisions to regulate the conditions of commencement, 

suspension and termination. Also, if an MRA is concluded containing the implementation of 

a part of an existing CMAA, then this MRA is subject to the CMAA and does not further 

constitute a new international agreement. Figure 8.4 below summarises the MRA 

implementation phase. 

Figure 8.4 

Two Steps of the MRA Implementation Phase 

 
Source: Author 
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4. Conclusion 

This chapter presented a proposed MRA Development Model, based on the research 

findings regarding facilitation of AEO MRA negotiations. First, the relevant elements 

suggested by the research findings were categorised to provide an overview of the model. 

Subsequently, each step of the MRA development model was discussed within the three 

phases of preparation, negotiation, and implementation. 

The next chapter will present the conclusions of the study. 
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CHAPTER 9: CONCLUSION 

1. Introduction 

This chapter concludes the current study. First, it presents an overview of the study, which 

summarises the research findings in the context of the research objectives and the central 

research question. Second, it provides an acknowledgement of the research limitations and 

identifies areas for possible future research. 

2. Overview of the study 

AEO mutual recognition is a key concept in the WCO SAFE Framework. It has become a 

common goal for many WCO member countries to pursue following the establishment of 

their AEO programs. The current global practice of mutually recognising AEO programs 

through the negotiation of MRAs has shown that, while some countries are doing this well, 

others are not, and often struggle with the process. Consequently, the main aim of the 

current study is to provide effective recommendations and solutions to governments for 

facilitating the negotiation of AEO MRAs at both the bilateral and multilateral level. 

The literature review highlighted a wide range of issues and problems associated with the 

negotiation of MRAs. The relevant body of literature was reviewed to establish the 

theoretical framework and assist in identifying gaps in the literature. However, no empirical 

research has previously been undertaken to identify the factors that impact the negotiation of 

MRAs. The present study has sought to address these gaps in the literature by using a 

convergent parallel mixed-methods approach. In doing so, the research objectives have been 

achieved, which are discussed in the following summary. They are: 

- Identify reasons for countries to have AEO MRAs with others 

- Identify common processes used in MRA development and whether available MRA 

tools are sufficient for promoting such MRA development 

- Identify factors impacting on MRA development as well as common issues and 

challenges that arise in MRA development 

- Obtain a comprehensive understanding of the future of multilateral MRA initiatives 

and a prospective global MRA 

- Propose an MRA Development Model to facilitate MRA negotiations. 
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In this study, it was identified that mixed-methods research can enhance the quality of the 

research findings because both quantitative and qualitative results are combined in order to 

mutually support and strengthen each other in a single study. When various mixed-methods 

designs were examined, the convergent parallel mixed-methods design was adopted to 

address the research objectives and the central research question. Subsequently, the 

quantitative data was collected using a survey, while the qualitative data focused on three 

sources of data including relevant documents, interviews and the survey’s open-ended 

questions. 

The examination of relevant documents assisted the development of research interviews and 

survey, the status of bilateral and multilateral MRAs and information about the trends and 

current situation of MRA negotiations and implementation. Once interviews and survey data 

were collected and prepared for analysis, different techniques were employed to analyse the 

data. Descriptive statistics were used to analyse the quantitative data and the thematic 

technique was used to analyse the qualitative data. 

In the integration of qualitative findings and quantitative results, the joint display technique 

was employed to provide meaningful integration in mixed-methods research. Findings from 

this integration assisted in addressing research objectives and the central research question 

as well as devising a proposed MRA Development Model to provide a logical framework 

for governments for facilitating the negotiation of AEO MRAs at both the bilateral and 

multilateral level. 

2.1 Research objective 1 

The first objective of the current study was to identify reasons for countries to have AEO 

MRAs with others. This objective focused on addressing the gaps in the literature to address 

several questions, such as why does a nation decide to enter (or not) into MRA negotiations? 

Who will decide which countries are priorities for MRA negotiations and why? Who (which 

country) will make the first move or initiate MRA negotiations? Who will be the first 

contacts in other countries and who will accept the invitation to enter negotiations? Is there 

a significant role for international traders to act as the driving force in recommending which 

countries could be priorities in the list of MRA negotiations? 

Findings from the study indicated that there are several reasons why a nation decides to 

enter (or not) into MRA negotiations, including ‘promoting national AEO programs and 
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MRAs’, ‘trade’, ‘political ties and geopolitical considerations’ and ‘publicity reasons’. First, 

countries want to negotiate MRAs with others in order to promote their national AEO 

programs because the conclusion of MRAs make AEO programs more attractive and 

multipllies benefits for AEO companies beyond national borders (for example, reducing 

import clearance time and non-tariff barriers). Thus, among the benefits provided to AEO 

companies, MRA benefits can be the best at attracting them to join an AEO program as well 

as encouraging them to maintain their status and compliance with legislation. In this regard, 

MRAs are regarded as beneficial to Customs as they promote compliance among AEOs and 

allow Customs to focus inspections and controls on higher risk companies. 

Second, countries aim to achieve MRAs with their major trading partners in which there are 

large export markets to support their AEO exporters. Therefore, trade indicators including 

export volume/value, import volume/value, trade volume/value and trade patterns become 

relevant in deciding whether countries are priorities for MRA negotiations. In this regard, 

the study identified that customs administrations often devise their list of prospective MRA 

countries. However, the findings also indicated that countries should have a national MRA 

committee established with the involvement of relevant stakeholders to select prospective 

MRA countries in a priority list to gain a high level of political will, internal commitment 

and coordinated border management in MRA negotiations. 

Third, the study has identified that political ties and geopolitical considerations are key 

reasons for countries wishing to have MRAs with others. A country is likely to consider 

good relations, friendly relationships, common land borders and/or regional ties with other 

countries as a motivation to seek MRAs because these elements facilitate their MRA 

development process and bring mutual interest to both parties in an MRA. 

Fourth, it was found that a country may decide to enter into negotiations to achieve an MRA 

with others for publicity reasons. However, very little benefits are derived from such MRAs. 

The study’s findings also indicated that countries have a different vision and motivation 

regarding their MRA negotiations. Several countries take a proactive MRA approach, which 

enables them to identify and send invitations to their prospective partner countries, and 

initiate MRA negotiations. For example, South Korea seems to proactively conclude many 

MRAs and is now focusing on achieving multilateral MRAs (for example, South Korea and 

the EAC). Meanwhile, other customs administrations or customs unions (for example, the 

EU) receive multiple MRA invitations and have to base their decision to accept or reject 
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such invitations on other factors, such as political ties, geopolitical considerations, trade 

indicators and political will. In addition, there are two ways of sending or accepting MRA 

invitations. Countries may have diplomatic channels for formal MRA engagement, such as 

embassies or representative offices in foreign countries, or the DG or customs commissioner 

may approach their counterpart directly, followed by a formal Letter of Intent. 

The findings also suggested that MRA lobbying plays an important role, which enables 

MRA lobbyists or lobbying groups (for example, AEO associations) to take part in the 

preparation and negotiation phase to facilitate the MRA development process. Especially, 

MRA lobbyists (for example, AEO exporters) can influence competent authorities in 

choosing particular countries where they have large export markets. 

2.2 Research objective 2 

The second objective of the study was to identify common processes used in the MRA 

development process and whether available MRA tools are sufficient for promoting such 

MRA development. It was found from the study that most countries engaged in MRA 

negotiations rely on the guidance of the WCO MRA Guidelines and the WCO Strategy 

Guide for progressing their MRA negotiation processes, although several MRAs were 

achieved before the release of these two guides (for example, the US-NZ MRA and the EU-

Japan MRA). The study identified several overlapping details from the WCO MRA 

Guidelines and the WCO MRA Strategy Guide. However, the MRA development process in 

these two guides was found to include three phases, MRA preparation, negotiation and 

implementation, which could be useful instructions for WCO member countries in their 

MRA negotiations. Another tool is the WCO TIN Guidelines, which were released to 

address problems related to the exchange of data between customs administrations. The 

findings indicate that several challenges may arise when customs administrations seek to 

update their TIN, which could be administered by other competent authorities (for example, 

the tax authority in some countries). 

It is concluded that the three MRA tools, including the WCO MRA Guidelines, the WCO 

TIN Guidelines and the WCO Strategy Guide, provide significant instructions to such MRA 

development processes. The research findings indicate that the three MRA tools serve to 

promote MRA negotiations at a bilateral and multilateral level and the study further argued 

that on the one hand, these guides are helpful and necessary, but additional guidelines, 
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standards and processes need to be developed to adapt to the growing trend of regional AEO 

programs and multilateral MRAs. Such standards and guidelines should address the 

promotion of coordinated border management to further reduce import clearance time and 

eliminate NTBs, which bring actual and explicit MRA benefits to AEO companies. 

Additional guidelines should also be developed to address further challenges within MRA 

negotiations and implementation (for example, NTBs and multilateral MRAs). The 

development of these additional guidelines needs the WCO to play a leading role with 

constant support from its member countries. Furthermore, the study found that assistance 

should be aimed at developing and least developed countries in particular, as they are 

novices in MRA negotiations. For example, relevant capacity building in MRA negotiations 

should be available to these countries. 

2.3 Research objective 3 

The study’s third objective was to identify factors impacting MRA development as well as 

common issues and challenges that arise in such development. Relevant to this objective, 

the study addressed the central research question “What factors impact the negotiation of 

AEO MRAs and how do they impact them?”. The study identified 30 factors impacting on 

the MRA development process, in which 19 factors identified in the literature were 

confirmed and 11 new factors were identified. The new factors are ‘Political ties’, 

‘Geopolitical considerations’, ‘Import volume/value’, ‘Trade volume/value’, ‘Trade 

patterns’, ‘Free trade agreements’, ‘Coordinated border management’, ‘Customs cooperative 

agreements’, ‘Form of selective agreements’, ‘MRA lobbying’ and ‘AEO memberships’. 

The ways in which these factors impact on negotiation of AEO MRAs are discussed in 

Chapter 7. 

Furthermore, the findings identified that several common issues and challenges are 

associated with multiple factors impacting the MRA development process. First, the 

achievement of MRAs requires a high level of political will and internal commitment 

because these factors are essential to encourage relevant stakeholders to participate in the 

MRA development process, to deploy adequate resources to the process and to establish 

specific MRA negotiations as a priority. A country with an insufficient level of political will 

and internal commitment is likely to lack vision and motivation in achieving both bilateral 

and multilateral MRAs. 
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Second, for a country, whose economy and trade, is relatively small, it could be a challenge 

to gain interest to negotiate MRAs from other larger countries. The findings suggest that 

such countries should identify their trading partners and those countries with which they 

have political ties or geopolitical considerations (for example, common land borders and 

regional ties) to express their interest in negotiating an MRA. 

Third, a common issue in MRA negotiations is attributable to the inequivalence of AEO 

programs, which occurs when gaps or differences are identified in each party’s national 

regulatory environment (laws and regulations) regarding the following: SAFE compliance, 

AEO program focus, AEO program scope, privacy and data protection, data exchange, data 

integrity, MRA benefits and number of AEO memberships. This inequivalence would 

further reduce trust from either party in their counterpart in the MRA negotiations. 

Fourth, when data exchange issues have not been comprehensively identified and addressed 

in the MRA negotiation phase, this can present a challenge in the MRA implementation 

phase. Such a challenge, for example, incompatible IT technologies and different TIN 

formats, is likely to result in difficulty identifying companies with AEO status and granting 

MRA benefits to them. 

Fifth, MRA training for both government officials (negotiators, validators, auditors and 

frontline officers) and the private sector are often inadequately considered. This poses a 

common challenge in the MRA development process, in which such government officials 

(negotiators, validators and auditors) may lack knowledge and experience in MRA 

development. Meanwhile, if the private sector lacks MRA training, it will affect their 

awareness level as well as their understanding of how to utilise MRA benefits when they 

become available. As a consequence, the private sector is likely to express its low 

satisfaction with MRA benefits and reduce its support of AEO programs and MRAs. 

Sixth, regional AEO programs and multilateral MRAs have progressed in several WCO 

regions over the last few years. This promising trend outweighs bilateral MRA negotiations 

because less effort and resources are spent on these multilateral MRA initiatives. Also, a 

multilateral MRA could be equal to and replace multiple bilateral MRAs. However, 

challenges to this trend are that inadequate standards, provisions, guidelines and processes 

are dedicated to such multilateral MRA negotiations. 
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These findings assisted the author in the preparation of an MRA Development Model, which 

aims to provide governments with a logical framework to facilitate their MRA negotiations, 

as presented in Chapter 8. 

2.4 Research objective 4 

The fourth objective was to provide a comprehensive understanding of the future of 

multilateral MRA initiatives and a prospective global MRA. The study’s findings have 

showed that an increase in regional AEO programs and multilateral MRAs could be a major 

trend in the near future. This finding is consistent with the studies of Hintsa et al. (2016) and 

Widdowson (2014, 2016), in which their findings promote a multilateral approach to MRAs. 

Further, the findings also identified various challenges for countries in achieving 

multilateral MRA initiatives, such as lack of standards and guidelines. Regarding a 

prospective global MRA, the findings indicated that there are multiple tough challenges and 

conditions for its achievement, which appear to make this achievement somewhat 

unrealistic. For example, it may not be possible to gain a global consensus on various 

challenging criteria, such as political will, global standards, mutual trust, fair trade, mutual 

interests, capacity building, and reliable security records. Therefore, it is considered that 

while the concept of a global MRA will continue to be debated, there will be an increase in 

regional AEO programs and multilateral MRAs in the near future. 

2.5 Research objective 5 

The fifth objective was to propose an AEO MRA development model to facilitate MRA 

negotiations. The model, which is presented in Chapter 8, provides governments with a 

logical framework for facilitating MRA development at both the bilateral and multilateral 

level. In doing so, the model identifies the various steps involved in each phase of 

development, that is, the preparation, negotiation and implementation phase, together with a 

description of the elements which have an impact on each step. 

3. Research limitations 

In this study, potential research limitations are examined. Identifying the limitations of the 

study will benefit readers and practitioners in their application of the recommendations, the 

extent to which the findings may be generalised and in the identification of the implications 

of future research. The limitations of the current study are categorised into four groups as 

outline below. 
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3.1 Limitations of the research design 

This researcher adopted the approach of studying the negotiation of AEO MRAs based on 

the feedback from research interviews and survey participants. The rationale behind this is 

that most international negotiations are confidential, and MRA negotiations (both bilateral 

and multilateral levels) are no exception. Also, the full text of MRAs from such negotiations 

are usually not publicly available and therefore access to information is restricted. The 

unavailability of these documents significantly affects the quality of the comparison and 

analysis of MRAs. Hence, the current study made use of the convergent parallel mixed-

methods design, which aimed to enhance the validity and credibility of the research findings 

due to advantages in the triangulation and corroboration of quantitative results and 

qualitative findings. 

Nevertheless, one limitation in this design is that it is often difficult to establish a 

convergence due to the lack of results from one approach, usually the quantitative study. For 

example, the qualitative study (using the inductive approach) often generates more themes 

than could be matched with results from the quantitative study (using the deductive 

approach). In the current study, several factors (for example, political ties and AEO 

memberships) were not identified from prior studies or documents, so that the quantitative 

approach could not include a study of these factors to produce quantitative results. By using 

the inductive qualitative approach, such factors could, however, be identified and examined. 

3.2 Limitations from defining the study population and sampling process 

As anticipated, it was difficult to determine the most appropriate definition of the study 

population for this research and then to obtain a random sample from it. In this regard, the 

author endeavoured to define the study population for the research by describing the profile 

characteristics of the members of the population. Such descriptions are a summary of the 

demographic features and professional backgrounds of the participants in the population to 

foster the creation of the sampling frame, from which samples are drawn. The characteristic 

descriptions were also used to provide transparency of the research project to allow readers 

to assess the reliability and validity/applicability of the research findings. 

However, it was not possible to exhaustively identify the characteristics of the study 

population. Therefore, it is likely that the representativeness of the obtained sample presents 

a limitation. For example, the study aimed to select key persons who were likely to 
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represent their institutions in MRA negotiations as well as those who were experts in MRA 

negotiations from academia, international organisations, and the private sector. 

Consequently, there were a limited number of persons who had the capability and 

knowledge to answer interview questions and respond to the survey. 

Concerning sampling strategies in this study, the survey employed purposive random 

sampling while quota and snowball sampling were used for the interviews. These strategies 

are regarded as nonrandom sampling methods. Such non-random samples limit the 

utilisation of statistical inference techniques. However, the author was able to rely on the 

main demographic characteristics of the participants in the obtained samples and argue that 

the research findings are generalisable to those with the same characteristics. In other words, 

a summary table of the characteristics of the sample participants may at least mitigate the 

inherent sampling representativeness concerns of the study. This allows one to further argue 

that the research findings are applicable to other people with the same/similar 

characteristics. However, this may also be a limitation of the current study because the 

generalisability considerations may be inadequate. In addition to this, the work is based on 

the judgement of experts, and so biased judgements might influence the study. As such, any 

interpretation and application of the findings should be made with this in mind. 

3.3 Limitations due to a low rate of response 

As previously mentioned, a low response rate as to be expected from the survey respondents 

due to the sensitive nature of the research (for example, confidential international 

negotiations and no access to full texts of MRAs). Even though every effort was made to 

increase the response rate, such as reducing the survey length, simplifying the survey 

questions and using letters to remind the survey respondents, the survey attracted a 

relatively low response rate. 

Therefore, the low response rate could be a limitation of the study as it may result in a 

biased sample and/or an inadequate sample size. Even for a descriptive data analysis, a large 

sample is better than a small sample from a statistical analysis point of view. Similarly, from 

a practical point of view, the sample size should be as large as the data collection resources 

allow (for example, the availability of money, time and accessibility to those potential 

respondents). 
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Also, the low response rate may cause nonresponse errors as the sample obtained may be 

biased, and participants who did not respond may have different views to those who 

provided opinions and perspectives in the survey. 

3.4 Limitations from the survey questions 

This study made use of a self-reporting survey so there could be limitations related to the 

survey questions as a means of data collection. It could be the case that some respondents 

found the questions unclear due to insufficient explanation. This is of particular relevance to 

Question 8 of the survey, which did not provide an explanation or clear description of how 

the listed factors might have a negative or positive impact. Therefore, survey respondents 

could be confused when indicating their selection on the Likert scales. This issues in 

Question 8 was only identified after the survey was completed. To solve this error, the 

survey data collected in Question 8 was analysed using only descriptive statistics to present 

the number of respondents who chose whether each of the listed factors was of no impact or 

had some impact on MRA negotiations. 

Other causes (for example, distraction and eye fatigue) might have resulted in respondents 

completing the survey questions with inaccurate information. Further, the survey questions 

were not sufficiently tested or piloted for research instrument validation due to the author’s 

time constraints, which could reduce the clarity of some questions in the survey. 

4. Implications for future research 

One particular area of potential future research is use of case studies to explore or compare 

the real-life practices of MRA negotiations at a bilateral or multilateral level. Another is the 

interrelationship among the identified factors, which has not been fully examined in the 

current study. Also, while the current study has showed the importance of the three phases 

of the MRA development process, further research could develop a framework of indicators 

to measure the level of success of MRA implementation. 

Evidence from the qualitative study also suggested that there could be a competitive 

relationship between the TFA and MRAs. Such a relationship was not examined in the 

current study as it was outside the research scope, but future research could examine 

whether such competition exists. 
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Future studies may also explore the development of facilitative mechanisms to eliminate 

several MRA negotiation steps in some circumstances. First, this may apply to situations 

where there are two concluded MRAs with a shared partner, as the remaining partners may 

be able to eliminate some of the MRA development steps. For example, if country A had 

two MRAs with countries B and C, such mechanisms could promote an MRA between 

countries B and C. Second, similar mechanisms could also be developed to facilitate the 

extension of members under multilateral MRAs. For example, if five countries A, B, C, D 

and E were parties to a multilateral MRA, and country A had an MRA with country X, then 

country X could utilise a facilitative process to achieve bilateral MRAs with the remaining 

countries (B, C, D, and E). Alternatively, through a similar process, country X could 

become a new member of the existing multilateral MRA. 
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