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Introduction
Since Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) countries are primarily 
oil and gas economies, they depend heavily on the continuous 
operations and reliability of both the procurement of raw 
materials and supply of finished products to customers. 
The delay in receipt of raw materials for any chemical or 
petrochemical plant can heavily disrupt the operations at the 
facility leading to delays in manufacture of products which are 
used as raw materials by downstream value chain partners. 
One can imagine the chain reaction of the delay and its 
consequences to customers.

Border crossings, specifically land border crossings, in 
the region for petrochemicals and chemicals have been a 
challenge, primarily due to the lack of harmonized procedures 
across the GCC member states. The ambitions of the 
GCC states to establish unified customs regulations and 
rules across the GCC region can be fulfilled through the 
implementation of principles set forth by the GCC Customs 
Union.  

Delays at GCC border crossings cost the industry millions 
of dollars each year. Such delays are due to long waiting 
times and queues of trucks, mostly for customs checks 
and documentation, at many regional border crossings and 
stations. The time spent at such places can cause significant 
delays to the supply chain and increase the risk of damage to 
goods, people and the environment which could potentially 
have disastrous consequences since certain chemicals are 
highly sensitive to variations in storage conditions. 

Rank Business Fundamentals Index Score

1 United Arab Emirates 9.33

3 Saudi Arabia 8.17

4 Qatar 8.11

5 Bahrain 7.51

7 Oman 7.29

8 China 7.17

12 Kuwait 6.06

16 Turkey 5.77

18 India 5.7

21 South Africa 5.16

40 Argentina 3.86

41 Brazil 6.68

Table 1: Ranking of emerging markets in terms of Business Fundamentals*

Source: Agility

* The Business Fundamental index is calculated by taking in account the following measures: Regulatory environment; credit and 
debt dynamics; contract enforcement and anti-corruption frameworks; inflation and price stability; cost of crime and violence; 
market accessibility and domestic stability

To enhance border crossing procedures, GCC countries must 
streamline these procedures, in particular, by enhancing 
cooperation amongst border agencies.

This white paper will discuss, in depth, the causes of land 
border crossing delays in the region, their implications on 
businesses, and the recommended best practices that can 
help overcome these delays.

Causes of border delays 
in land transportation
Gulf countries as a group are some of the world’s most 
business-friendly emerging markets. The United Arab Emirates 
ranked as the nation with the best business climate in the 
annual 50-country Agility Emerging Markets Logistics Index 
(2020) with all GCC states featuring in the top 12. 

However, most Gulf countries continue to perform poorly 
when it comes to trading across their borders. In cross-
border trade, UAE ranks 92nd, Saudi Arabia ranks 86th, and 
Kuwait 162nd[1]. Those rankings are especially disappointing 
considering the infrastructure investments that the likes of 
UAE and Saudi Arabia have made to turn themselves global 
logistics hubs, along with plans by Kuwait to build Silk City, 
which is intended to be one of the world’s most advanced 
special economic zones. This poor performance in cross-
border trade could be linked to the land-border crossing 
landscape in the GCC region, and this could also be why 
nations in the Arabian Gulf continue to lag behind the leading 
developed countries.
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Intra-regional trade in the Arab region is only 14% of its total 
trade[2]. One of the factors contributing to this low figure is 
the fact that international road transport in the region is still 
facing challenges. These challenges are primarily related to 
the complex customs procedures and extended document 
processing time. 

Customs procedures in the GCC 

Based on the preliminary research GPCA conducted with 
the relevant stakeholders (producers, LSPs, consultants, and 
tank storage companies), it was unanimously agreed that 
improvement in the customs procedures in the GCC is vital for 
improved border crossing in the region. 

Key challenges include, but are not limited to:

 » Lack of harmonized customs procedures: Misalignment 
on policies, procedures, and lack of coordination between 
standards, infrastructure, and charges in the GCC region 
(especially for specialty chemicals) are the predominant 
reasons behind border delays as they lead to numerous 
documentation requirements and ultimately long customs 
clearance process/time. Such misalignments cause 
trucks to be turned back, even for minor discrepancies in 
documents.

 » Change in regulations and required approvals 
not announced well in advance: New regulations, 
restrictions, and requirements are imposed by the 
customs authorities without pre-notification to the 
impacted stakeholders. This is further impacted by 
the lack of grace period for necessary preparation, 
arrangements, and corrective actions. Organizations 
require sufficient time to understand and adapt to new 
regulations, standards, certificates, etc. Furthermore, 
businesses should also be engaged by the authorities for 
consultation before any regulations are changed/adopted. 

 » Awareness of chemical products: The limited 
knowledge of customs staff about petrochemicals and 
(specialty) chemicals and their handling, leads to unsafe 
and time consuming inspections. This is complemented 
with the lack of advanced scanning/checking of chemicals 
and petrochemicals at borders. This could potentially 
be dangerous due to the volatile properties of certain 
chemicals and might lead to fatal incidents or injuries.

Some examples below will help showcase the challenges our 
stakeholders’ experience.

Real world examples on border delays:

Road freight UAE to KSA

Case 1:

Tank container with methylene diphenyl diisocyanate 
(MDI) laden to KSA and empty unclean back to UAE.

13 days at border due to inspection issues. Customs 
wanted to open the tank container and the Logistics 
Service Provider (LSP) refused due to the hazardous 
nature of the product.

In the following shipment, the container was labelled 
with many “Do not open” signs and the warning that it 
might cause death. The shipments were cleared within 
48-96 hrs.

Immediate reason:
Border inspectors not aware of product nature and 
hazards. Pushed to check tanks for oil smuggling.

Impact on business:
5-digit demurrage costs and delayed delivery caused 
struggle to consignee’s production.

Case 2:

LSPs have established shipper/consignee combinations 
(one shipper and max 5-6 consignees for different lots) 

Cargo inspections are mandatory once the LSPs load 
pallets on the flat beds and prepare the trailer for 
departure. The inspection date that they get from origin/
DXB customs usually takes one to two days or in some 
cases four days. 

During this time, the loaded truck keeps waiting for the 
inspection on chassis (LSPs usually send out the request 
24 hours prior to the scheduled departure date to 
facilitate an inspection window). The officers inspecting 
the cargo can further instill delays while inspecting the 
cargo. These inspections could be avoided, especially 
given that the material is (non-hazardous) standard/
polypropylene grades with three to four standard HS 
codes.

Then at Batha border on the Saudi Arabian side, another 
inspection is held where at times pallets get removed 
from the trailer. There are occasions when in fact the 
entire truck gets offloaded as customs looks to establish 
the Certificate of Origin credentials.
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An estimate of the financial losses incurred by truck delays in the GCC region: 

Activity Border wait time (hours)

Import 13-23 

Export 4-5 

 » Direct cost impact, by assuming:
 » Truck idle = SAR 250/day 
 » Driver Idle = SAR 45/hr

With 2500 trucks crossing the border per day = SAR 2.56 million/day 

From table above, the total impact is direct cost which equals SAR 935.2 million/year, assuming 
18.5 hours average delay.

Note: The impact to the industry due to delayed delivery, product damage, missing connecting lines, etc. is 
not quantified.

Ramifications of border delays on 
businesses 

There are major impacts on businesses because of border 
delays, namely in the following domains:      

 » Financial impact: Rapid, sudden, and new regulations 
might lead to additional cost for both suppliers and 
customers to fulfill the new requirements

 » Operational impact: Delays at the borders negatively 
impact the operational capacity and asset utilization of 
logistics service providers (LSPs), thereby affecting not 
only the performance but also customer satisfaction and 
often leads to complaints

 » Business impact: Delays at borders might lead to 
reduced sales volumes, potentially leading to loss of 
business opportunities for companies in the GCC market 
and also penalties for not meeting delivery KPIs within 
organizations

 » EHS&S impact: Due to the volatile nature of certain 
(hazardous) chemicals, delays at borders could lead to 
serious Environment, Health, Safety and Security (EHS&S) 
concerns, with potential life-threatening consequences at 
the congested borders

Case 3: Customs procedure in KSA

1. The Harmonized Commodity Description and Coding 
Systems (HS) is a globally recognized and practiced 
nomenclature for the classification of goods. A large 
number of codes do not exist or are different in the 
Saudi Arabian system to the rest of the world which 
results in random sifting through the book to find the 
nearest possible. But when international companies 
use their Enterprise Resource Planning (ERP) 
systems to export, it is extremely difficult for them to 
produce documentation with different HS codes for 
Saudi Arabia. There is a differences in “Certificate 
of Origin” scrutiny compared with other parts of the 
Gulf. For example, in KSA all packaging must be 
marked, even inside boxes. 

2. While waiting at the Batha border, there are 
occasions when the consignee makes the duty 
payment, and the bank transfer is late to reflect in 
the bank account of the customs authority. The truck 
is made to wait until the transfer is reflected in the 
books.
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Best practices
Waiting time at border crossings is a major contributor to 
the challenges faced by chemical transporters enroute the 
international road transport corridors within the GCC region. 
It is estimated by the International Road Transport Union 
(IRU) that over 57% of transport time is lost at borders. 
Road transport in the GCC could be improved through the 
implementation of the following best practices: 

 » Collaboration between the GCC chemical industry and 
the GCC customs authorities:

 » Industry leaders in each GCC country should 
work to enhance the knowledge of chemicals 
and petrochemicals and conduct safe handling 
and inspection training with the relevant customs 
personnel

 » Support smoother border movements with 
sponsoring of advanced technologies and equipment 
that are linked to the single window system for 
smooth transactions

 » Initiate joint platform and committees across GCC 
customs authorities with representatives from 
companies and SMEs. The main target of this 
initiative is to have frequent dialogue to discuss the 
trade challenges and opportunities

 » Customs authorities should conduct workshops, 
seminars, or awareness sessions for the new 
regulations and requirements ahead of time from 
the implementation date and involve all related 
stakeholders in the consultation and pilot runs

 » Establishing committees and task forces at the GCC 
Secretariat, focusing on border crossing legislations 
and common laws, and enforcing the laws set by the 
GCC Customs Union. Such committees and task forces 
should be comprised of customs representatives from 
each GCC country:

On 1 January 2003, the GCC Customs Union was 
established with the objective of abolishing customs 
duties “taxes” as well as regulations and procedures 
restricting trade among the GCC member states and 
implementing unified customs duties “taxes” and trade 
and customs regulations for trade with the non-member 
states.

Its principles include:

 » A common customs law for the GCC member states
 » Unified customs regulations and rules applicable in all 

member states in related fields
 » Unification of the internal customs, financial and 

administrative regulations and procedures relating to 
importation, exportation, and re-exportation in the 
GCC states

 » Free movement of goods among the GCC states 
without customs or non-customs restrictions, while 
taking into consideration the implementation of the 

veterinary and agricultural quarantine regulations and 
the prohibited and restricted goods

 » Treatment of the goods produced in any of the GCC 
states as national products

However, effective implementation of the laws stated 
by the Customs Union is yet to come to fruition and 
advocating for the same to the concerned GCC regulatory 
bodies is vital to improve the intra-GCC trade. 

It is also important that these committees and task forces 
are engaging with businesses to ensure alignment before 
launching any new regulations.

 » Adopting the principles of the WTO’s Trade Facilitation 
Agreement (TFA):  

Traders from both developing and developed countries 
have long pointed to the vast amount of “red tape” that 
still exists in moving goods across borders, and which 
poses a particular burden on small and medium-sized 
enterprises. The TFA contains provisions for expediting 
the movement, release, and clearance of goods, including 
goods in transit. It also sets out measures for effective 
cooperation between customs and other appropriate 
authorities on trade facilitation and customs compliance 
issues [3]. Adopting the principles of the agreement will 
help improve transparency, increase possibilities to 
participate in global value chains, and reduce the scope 
for corruption.

The agreement entered into force on 22 February 2017 
after two-thirds of the WTO membership completed their 
domestic ratification process. This includes all the GCC 
member states.  

However, like the principles set by the GCC Customs 
Union, effective implementation of the provisions stated 
under the TFA is yet to be seen and advocating for the 
same to the concerned GCC regulatory bodies is vital to 
improve intra-GCC trade.

 » Transformation to digitalization: 

The full set of documents that change hands currently 
to complete one cross-border shipment is extensive, as 
listed below:

 » Consignee claim copy of Bill of Entry
 » Handling authority copy 
 » Exit documents (three sets)
 » Invoice copy
 » Packing list
 » Certificate of Origin
 » Trade license of end consignee
 » Duty exemption certification
 » Arabic invoice

Paperless/digital processes and documentation along 
with blockchain solutions with an integrated/connected 
system among GCC customs can be an important tool 
to improve the document processing time, and reduce 
border delays.
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 » Setting trade performance targets to align with national 
vision and strategies: 

Setting trade performance targets regionally to align with 
national vision strategies will help GCC countries unlock 
business opportunities, broaden the economic base, and 
create jobs for GCC nationals. It is important to note that 
GCC countries setting trade targets within the region 
can help expedite trade facilitation, as countries will 
look to implement recommended strategies to meet the 
set targets. This is especially important as the region is 
looking to enhance self-sufficiency over the long run. 

GCC countries should leverage their cross-proximity with 
each other to bolster trade by offering various incentives. 
This will allow countries in the region to achieve economic 
diversification, enhance the capabilities and capacities 
of the private and public sectors which, in turn, leads to 
overall economic growth. This long-term objective seeks 
to keep up with the rapid advancement of globalization 
and the need for better equipped, competitive national 
economies.  

 » Leveraging railways: 

For centuries, railways have been at the heart of economic 
development of countries. The development of a 2177 
kilometers long railway [4] in the six GCC states is therefore 
a massive and unique opportunity to catalyze the required 
changes. As the GCC countries are investing heavily, it 
is expected to come with the necessary regulations to 
facilitate trade and spur economic development.

As it will be impractical to stop an entire train load at the 
border, a risk-based approach, such as what is prescribed 
through the aforementioned TFA can be applied.  

Due to the various security and pre-notification 
mechanisms, pre-screened operators within the terminals 
and railways operations, multiple CCTV cameras, etc., 
railways have the potential to reduce EHS&S risks and 
can therefore create a lower risk trade corridor thereby 
improving the flow of goods (please refer to Figure 1).

 » Develop specific operational KPIs for border crossing:

By measuring the performance at borders crossings, GCC 
nations could develop a meaningful improvement program 
that is tailor-made to the specific cargo, transportation 
mode, origin, destination, etc. These KPIs could be used 
to increase awareness among the regulators and key-
stakeholders, as well as sharing knowledge and good 
practices. A benchmarking program as such could help 
improve the image of GCC nations with efficient borders, 
creating a sense of pride and also supporting the ease 
of doing business on either side of the crossing. It will 
also amplify the training impact on the suggestions made 
above. 

Conclusion
An improved land transportation border crossing system in the 
GCC region will certainly result in improved flow of goods in 
the region. This has the potential to attract new businesses, 
including SMEs to establish and expand in the region, which 
would enhance the local economy. Road transportation is 
also better compared to sea transportation for intra-GCC 
trade as the latter proves expensive to transport goods over 
short distances from one GCC state to another. Free flowing 
of resources/goods would hence improve the overall synergy 
of the region, helping it to establish itself as one of the global 
leaders like the EU and North America.

International 
cargo

Mid to high
risk

Mid to high interventions measures

Low interventions 
measures Time savedLow risk

Risk 
assessment

By truck

By train
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Figure 1: Through the implementation of various security and pre-notification mechanisms, railways have the 
potential to reduce EHS&S risks and reduce the time involved in the cross border movement of goods



The Gulf Petrochemicals and Chemicals Association (GPCA) represents the downstream hydrocarbon industry 
in the Arabian Gulf. Established in 2006, the association voices the common interests of more than 250 member 
companies from the chemical and allied industries, accounting for over 95% of chemical output in the Gulf region. 
The industry makes up the second largest manufacturing sector in the region, producing over USD 108 billion worth 
of products a year.

The association supports the region’s petrochemical and chemical industry through advocacy, networking and thought 
leadership initiatives that help member companies to connect, to share and advance knowledge, to contribute to 
international dialogue, and to become prime influencers in shaping the future of the global petrochemicals industry.

Committed to providing a regional platform for stakeholders from across the industry, the GPCA manages six 
working committees - Plastics, Supply Chain, Agri-nutrients (formerly known as Fertilizers), International Trade, 
Research and Innovation, and Responsible Care - and organizes six world-class events each year. The association 
also publishes an annual report, regular newsletters and reports.

For more information, please visit www.gpca.org.ae
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