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ENHANCING TRADE SECURITY:  

THE EVOLUTION OF AEO IN THE EU CUSTOMS REFORM  
 

The landscape of supply chain security has undergone a significant 
transformation with the emergence of partnership programs like the 
Authorized Economic Operator (AEO) program. This evolution traces back 
to the US Customs-Trade Partnership Against Terrorism (STRAT) 
program1, initiated in response to the events of September 11, 2001, marking 
a paradigm shift in trade security. 

The Authorized Economic Operators (AEO) Programme was 
introduced in 2007 as part of the WCO’s flagship Customs-Business 
partnership initiative as the response of the WCO to the September 11 
attacks. It emerged from the SAFE Framework of Standards to Secure and 
Facilitate Global Trade2 and aimed to enhance supply chain security and 
facilitate legitimate trade through Customs-to-Business partnerships. 

 
1 Customs and Border Protection. (n.d.). CTPAT: Customs Trade Partnership 

Against Terrorism. Retrieved from https://www.cbp.gov/border-security/ports-
entry/cargo-security/CTPAT  

2 WCO (2021). SAFE Framework of Standards. Retrieved from 
https://www.wcoomd.org/-media/wco/public/global/pdf/topics/facilitation/ 
instruments-and-tools/tools/safe-package/safe-framework-of-standards.pdf  
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The AEO program, founded on the principles of mutual recognition 
and streamlined customs procedures, aimed to enhance trade security while 
facilitating legitimate commerce. Unlike STRAT, which primarily focused 
on US trade, the AEO program encompasses a broader international scope, 
catering to economic operators engaged in foreign trade activities within the 
EU. Participants in the EU AEO program enjoy privileges such as reduced 
customs controls, priority passage, and mutual recognition with third 
countries, contingent upon compliance with stringent eligibility criteria. 
These criteria encompass financial solvency, adherence to security 
measures, robust record-keeping practices, and a commitment to customs 
laws and taxation regulations. The AEO program’s implementation 
framework, characterized by indefinite authorization subject to ongoing 
compliance monitoring, underscores its dynamic nature and commitment to 
continuous improvement3. 

In May 2023 the European Commission4 proposed “the most 
ambitious and comprehensive reform of the EU Customs Union since its 
establishment in 1968”. EU Customs reform aimed to address growing 
challenges, such as increased trade volumes, expanding EU standards, and 
shifting geopolitics. It presented a data-driven approach to simplify customs 
processes for trusted traders, leveraging digitalization to streamline 
procedures and enhance import oversight. This reform equipped customs 
authorities with tools to identify and mitigate risks to the EU, its citizens, 
and its economy. 

The Communication from the European Commission5 outlined an 
ambitious framework for customs reform, with a primary focus on 
«simplifying procedures» and fostering a «novel partnership» between 
customs authorities and businesses. This initiative is poised to introduce a 
new era of customs management in the European Union (EU), leveraging 
technological advancements and strategic collaborations. 

A pivotal aspect of the proposed reforms is the introduction of a 
category termed ‘Trust and Check traders,’ a refined iteration of the existing 
Authorised Economic Operators (AEO) concept. This status is to be 
conferred upon a carefully selected cohort of traders meeting stringent 

 
3 Karavayev T., Duginets G., Nikanorova O. (2021). Authorized economic 

operator: world experience. Foreign trade: economics, finance, law, 121(2), 26–37. 
https://journals.knute.edu.ua/foreign-trade/article/view/33/904  

4 European Commission (2023). EU Customs Reform. Retrieved from 
https://taxation-customs.ec.europa.eu/customs-4/eu-customs-reform_en  

5 European Commission (2023). Communication From the Commission To The 
European Parliament, The Council And The European Economic And Social 
Committee. Customs reform: Taking the Customs Union to the next level. 
COM/2023/257 final. Retrieved from https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/ 
?uri=CELEX%3A52023DC0257&amp%3Bqid=1684913179617  
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criteria, including an «unblemished legal record,» «stringent control» over 
operations and supply chains, and «financial solvency.» 

Within this paradigm, ‘Trust and Check traders’ will be mandated to 
operate an electronic system, facilitating «real-time data transmission» on 
the movement of consignments and compliance with regulatory requisites 
through the «EU Customs Data Hub.» Centralized EU Customs Data Hub is 
envisaged as the cornerstone of the Customs Union, collecting, processing, 
and storing pertinent data, thereby revolutionizing information provision 
and utilization for customs supervision. 

It is envisaged6 that beginning in 2028, the EU Customs Data Hub will 
open its doors to e-commerce consignments, extending the benefits of 
seamless data exchange to this sector. By 2032, this transformative platform 
will encompass all businesses, marking a pivotal moment for AEOs. 
Evolving from the successful AEO program, the inception of ‘Trust & 
Check’ traders represents a significant upgrade, bringing forth unparalleled 
advantages. This exclusive group, adhering to rigorous criteria, gains access 
to real-time data exchange through the Data Hub, resulting in unprecedented 
simplifications. ‘Trust & Check’ traders enjoy streamlined customs 
procedures, reduced administrative burden, and the ability to import goods 
with minimal intervention. The integration of stable supply chain 
information further allows for periodic duty payments, contributing to 
significant time and cost savings for these traders. Overall, this advancement 
signifies a revolutionary shift towards efficiency, transparency, and ease of 
doing business in the realm of customs. 

This proposed model seeks to engender a paradigm shift in customs 
operations by transitioning from a focus on individual consignment process 
compliance to a more holistic approach centred on the overarching problems 
and risks within supply chains. The overarching objective is to «simplify, 
automate,» and render customs procedures more accessible, thereby 
allowing customs authorities to concentrate resources on «targeted risk 
management» and streamlined interventions. 

The Communication7 further underscores the significance of 
«transparency» as the linchpin of the proposed reforms. By encouraging 
traders to be transparent about their supply chains, the reforms aspire to 
«reduce administrative formalities, mitigate red tape,» and fortify risk 
management capabilities. The envisaged «Single EU Interface» is poised to 

 
6 European Commission (2023). Questions and Answers: EU Customs Reform. 

Retrieved from https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/qanda_23_2644  
7 European Commission (2023). Communication From the Commission To The 

European Parliament, The Council And The European Economic And Social 
Committee. Customs reform: Taking the Customs Union to the next level. 
COM/2023/257 final. Retrieved from https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-
content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A52023DC0257&amp%3Bqid=1684913179617 
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streamline customs data submissions, eliminating the need for traders to 
engage with the multitude of interfaces currently dispersed across the EU. 
Simultaneously, the «Customs One-Stop-Shop» mechanism promises a 
«simplified interaction» for ‘Trust and Check traders’ by designating one 
customs administration as a partner, significantly diminishing administrative 
complexities. 

Beginning in 2032, ‘Trust & Check’ traders will undergo a 
transformative experience, enjoying a streamlined and consolidated customs 
administration partnership. Regardless of the entry point of their goods into 
the EU, these traders will no longer navigate multiple national customs 
administrations but will collaborate seamlessly with a designated authority. 
This pivotal shift grants these traders the unique privilege of importing 
goods with minimal customs intervention, enabling them to self-monitor 
compliance and facilitate periodic duty payments. This strategic 
enhancement simplifies the customs process, allowing for a more efficient 
and centralized approach for ‘Trust & Check’ traders8. 

The EU Customs Reform heralds a groundbreaking era for Authorized 
Economic Operators (AEOs), presenting a strategic evolution in customs 
procedures that will unfold over the next decade. The cornerstone of this 
initiative is the establishment of the EU Customs Data Hub, a revolutionary 
single interface that streamlines information flow between customs 
authorities and businesses. 

In this reformed system, each consignment of goods becomes 
intricately linked to a single EU-based business. This pivotal change means 
that importers and exporters take on sole responsibility for duties, taxes, and 
compliance, ushering in a new era of clarity within the complex web of 
supply chains. Real-time information flows seamlessly, offering customs 
authorities a comprehensive view of ongoing trade activities and supply 
chains. 

To sum up, the proposed reforms by the European Commission 
represent a pivotal shift in EU customs management, particularly concerning 
the introduction of ‘Trust and Check traders.’ This innovative concept, a 
refined iteration of the existing Authorized Economic Operator (AEO) 
program, aims to confer privileges upon a select cohort of traders meeting 
stringent criteria. These reforms signify a significant advancement in 
customs operations, promising efficiency, transparency, and ease of doing 
business for traders. By encouraging transparency and streamlining customs 
procedures, the reforms aim to reduce administrative burdens, fortify risk 
management capabilities, and foster a more secure and resilient supply chain 
environment within the EU. 

 
8 European Commission (2023). Questions and Answers: EU Customs Reform. 

Retrieved from https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/qanda_23_2644 
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THE EUROPEAN MODEL OF CUSTOMS POLICY: A LEARNING 

EXPERIENCE FOR UKRAINE 
 

Customs policy in the modern world plays an important role in 
ensuring the economic security and development of the country. In the 
conditions of globalization, it is important to have an effective customs 
control system adapted to international standards. The European model of 
customs policy is considered one of the most successful in the world. 


