
Customs for Impact — Aid in Action



Executive Summary 
From Bottlenecks to Lifelines
When crisis strikes, speed saves lives. Yet humanitarian 
cargo still passes through customs systems built for 
commerce, not emergencies. The consequences are well 
documented: after the 2010 Haiti earthquake, nearly a 
third of relief consignments were blocked for lack of 
documentation1, during the 2014 Ebola outbreak, 
protective equipment sat idle for days2, and in the 2023 
Türkiye earthquake, lifesaving medicines were delayed 
by reclassification and taxation3.
These are not isolated incidents but evidence of a 
structural gap between global standards and national 
implementation. Although instruments such as the 
WCO Revised Kyoto Convention (Annex J.5) and the 
Tampere Convention mandate expedited clearance for 
relief goods, only 18% of WCO members have 
embedded these provisions into domestic law and 
digital systems. Delays can critically undermine 
humanitarian operations — in life-saving contexts, 
every hour counts.

Proven Models of Humanitarian Clearance
Across regions, recent reforms show that humanitarian 
acceleration is not only possible but already underway. 
Afghanistan’s digital duty-exemption system under 
reduced clearance times from ten days to just a few 
hours4. Jordan’s electronic manifest system halved 
release times for humanitarian consignments. In East 
Africa, the establishment of a coordinated humanitarian 
corridor saved USD 63 million annually through 
reduced demurrage and storage costs.
Digital integration, clear procedural rules, and 
institutional coordination can transform humanitarian 
clearance from principle to practice. 

What is Needed: Aid Accelerator Framework
The Aid Accelerator Framework (AAF) builds directly 
on these successes and provides a structured response 
to transform humanitarian clearance from a patchwork 
of ad-hoc measures into a coherent, data-driven system 
delivering speed, and transparency. It provides a 
scalable model that makes humanitarian logistics faster, 
smarter, and more resilient.
The AAF is built on three interlocking pillars that align 
customs, humanitarian actors, and technology into a 
single architecture to move aid at the speed of need:
1. Policy: embed humanitarian provisions within 

customs law, establish dedicated HS codes, and 
automate exemptions for accredited organizations.

2. Procedure: implement 24/7 pre-arrival digital 
clearance, dedicated humanitarian lanes, and joint 
inspection protocols to ensure seamless flow.

3. Partnership: link customs authorities and 
humanitarian actors through shared data platforms 
and coordination desks

These pillars are sustained by three enablers:
1. Infrastructure Readiness: develop emergency 

logistics corridors, bonded storage, and resilient 
infrastructure capable of operating under stress.

2. Digital Capability: deploy blockchain-based 
documentation, AI-powered risk profiling, and 
interoperable single-window systems.

3. Regulatory Preparedness: replace discretionary 
exemptions with standardized post-clearance 
controls that enable rapid release and compliance.

Together, these elements position the AAF as a 
blueprint for systemic humanitarian facilitation, to 
convert policy into operational speed and transform 
customs from a gatekeeper into a lifeline enabler.

Dubai as Proof of Concept
Through Dubai Humanitarian, a 150,000 sqm logistics 
hub hosting more than 80 international organizations, 
Dubai has built an integrated physical and digital 
ecosystem that connects pre-positioned stockpiles, 
customs processes, and multimodal logistics.
At the core of this system is the Humanitarian Logistics 
Databank, providing real-time visibility of stock levels, 
cargo movements, and clearance status across ports, 
warehouses, and airports5. Dubai Customs underpins 
this model through automated duty exemptions, pre-
arrival lodgement, and coordinated humanitarian 
corridors linking Jebel Ali Port with DWC Airport.
In 2024, the hub dispatched 1,255 metric tons of relief 
to 106 countries, reaching 3.6 million people worldwide. 
By institutionalizing policy, procedure, and partnership, 
Dubai demonstrates how structured facilitation, 
anchored in data, infrastructure, and governance can 
transform a humanitarian logistics centre into a global 
benchmark for customs-enabled relief operations.

From National Reform to Global Network
Customs authorities can adopt the AAF within national 
single-window systems and join a Global Humanitarian 
Clearance Network under WCO and OCHA. Donors can 
finance digital interoperability and capacity-building, 
while humanitarian partners share pre-clearance data 
and trusted-shipper lists to accelerate cargo release.

From exception to expectation
Customs must evolve from gatekeeper to lifeline 
enabler. By operationalizing the AAF, countries can 
ensure that when disaster strikes, aid moves in hours, 
through systems that work at the speed of need.

Figure 1: Aid Accelerator Framework Pillars and Enablers 
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1. Context: Delay of Humanitarian Cargo Clearance
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Overview

In situations of acute humanitarian need — such as 
natural disasters, armed conflicts, or health 
emergencies — the timely arrival of aid cargo is vital. 
The World Customs Organization (WCO), through 
its Revised Kyoto Convention (RKC) – Specific 
Annex J, Chapter 5, outlines international standards 
for fast-tracking relief consignments with minimal 
formalities. Similarly, the Tampere Convention on 
Emergency Telecommunications emphasizes the need 
for rapid clearance of emergency communication 
equipment during disasters. 

However, multiple instances show that relief 
shipments have not consistently received expedited 
customs treatment, despite global calls for 
streamlined procedures (see Fig. 2). Instead, aid 
consignments have faced delays and prolonged 
clearance, hindering the delivery of critical relief.

Figure 2: Examples of Humanitarian Operations 
Delayed by Customs Procedures8

Underlying Causes

Clearance delays for humanitarian cargo at borders 
stem from different structural and systemic factors: 

Regulatory 
Ambiguity:
No definition for ‘relief 
consignments’ in national 
customs law or published 
pre-approved HS code lists 
for humanitarian items.

Discretion-Based 
Decision-Making: 
Clearance for relief goods 
based on emergency 
circulars or verbal 
authorizations, rather than 
institutionalized practices.

Institutional 
Fragmentation:
Lack of coordination and 
data-sharing between 
customs, ministries, and 
humanitarian agencies 
results in duplication and 
procedural misalignments 
between agencies.

Procedural
Rigidity:
Aid consignments are 
often treated under the 
same inspection and duty 
procedures as 
commercial goods.

Why it matters:

Delayed Relief
Clearance delays can defer 
distribution by several days 

impacting the response

Increased Costs
Additional storage, 

demurrage, and re-routing 
expenses increase costs

Strategic Deterrence
Unpredictable clearance process 
discourage agencies from pre-
positioning stock/routing aid 

through specific countries

Reduced 
Donor Confidence

Customs delays can undermine 
trust in the effectiveness of aid 

systems & relief provision

Haiti
Earthquakes 2010

Cumbersome procedures delayed 
clearance of aid9

Sierra Leone
Ebola 2014

Customs fees & procedures 
delayed cargo delivery10

Mozambique
Cyclone 2019

Documentation requirements amid 
aid influx led to port congestion11

Türkiye
Earthquakes 2023

Non-relief classification of 
medicines led to clearance delays12

These procedural bottlenecks directly affect the 
speed, reliability, and cost of aid delivery – often 
delaying assistance by days or weeks when hours 
matter. Moreover, unpredictable customs 
environments discourage humanitarian agencies from 
pre-positioning relief stock or using affected countries 
as transit hubs.



2. Aid Accelerator Framework 
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From Ad-Hoc Response to an 
Institutionalized Approach 

Delays in humanitarian cargo clearance are not 
isolated anomalies – they are symptoms of a broader 
systemic gap. In the absence of standardized, globally 
accepted protocols for aid cargo, relief consignments 
remain vulnerable to discretionary procedures, legal 
ambiguity, and fragmented infrastructure.

A codified, universal approach – integrating 
humanitarian facilitation into the daily operations of 
customs and border management authorities – is 
required to ensure the timely, transparent, and effective 
delivery of relief material. The Aid Accelerator 
Framework provides a structured, scalable model to 
enable faster, rules-based movement of aid cargo 
across borders, regardless of the crisis, geography, or 
operating environment (see Fig. 3).

Figure 3: Aid Accelerator Framework 
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Countries must embed aid cargo provisions in national 
customs law, aligned with global instruments such as RKC J.5.
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Procedural standardization operationalizes policy commitments 
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Single contact point to fast-track donated goods 
during emergencies15

PHL

Key Pillars

Three core principles of the Aid Accelerator Framework 
– Policy, Procedure, and Partnership – should 
collectively guide all states seeking to join the global 
network of standardized processes for humanitarian 
logistics.
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Enablers 

The three pillars require a set of underlying enablers to 
function effectively.

1. Infrastructure Readiness: Essential infrastructure, 
equipment, and ecosystem allow for the rapid 
reception, storage, staging, and movement of 
humanitarian consignments (see also Fig. 4).

Why it Matters:

Even with sound policies, bottlenecks at congested 
ports, inadequate warehousing, or remote locations 
can derail aid delivery. Moreover, cargo often 
includes perishables, cold-chain goods, or bulky 
shelter equipment requiring specialized handling.

Key Components:

• Pre-positioned warehouse hubs near major 
ports/airports

• Multimodal connectivity (e.g., sea-to-air)

• Dedicated aid lanes at customs terminals and 
border posts

• Equipment for handling oversized relief cargo

~10 min
To Jebel Ali Seaport and Al Maktoum International 
(DWC)

80+
Organizations co-located including UN 
agencies, NGOs and private sector partners

1,255 MT Of relief aid dispatched in 2024

WHAT IT IS
Shared, real-time database of aid stocks and movements, currently 
covering Dubai, Panama/CLRAH and Brindisi hubs

HOW IT WORKS
Ingests customs/port/airport data, automatically tracks aid 
movements, and provides real-time availability to partners

Warehouses Temp-Controlled Cold-Chain

Kitting Center Open Yard Offices

Relief Showroom Event Halls Helipad

150,000 sqm Physical Hub Cutting-Edge Digital Infrastructure

Humanitarian Logistics Databank (HLD)

+

Jebel Ali Seaport

DWC Airport

⅔
Of populations in hazard-prone areas can be reached 
within 4-8 hours

106
Countries and over 3.6 million people reached in 2024 
from Dubai’s central humanitarian hub

Dubai Humanitarian A non-profit, independent free-zone authority in Dubai that serves 
as one of the world's largest humanitarian logistics hubs16

2. Digital Capability: Digital tools and platforms that 
streamline customs processing, enable data sharing, 
and monitor aid movements in real time.

Why it Matters:

Delays are often driven by manual paperwork or 
missing documents. Yet, emergency scenarios 
require real-time visibility, pre-clearance before 
arrival, and automated decision-making.

Key Capabilities:

• Pre-arrival electronic submission of 
humanitarian declarations

• Digital integration between customs and 
humanitarian logistics platforms

• Automated risk profiling to fast-track clearance 
for vetted humanitarian shipments

• Dashboards for live inventory monitoring and 
clearance status

• Relief-specific digital workflows to auto-validate 
eligible actors

Figure 4: Dubai Humanitarian – Leveraging Physical and Digital Infrastructure For Aid Logistics
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3. Regulatory Preparedness: The alignment of 
national customs legislation with international legal 
instruments and the formal recognition of 
humanitarian facilitation as a codified customs 
function is essential for the effectiveness of the Aid 
Accelerator Framework 

→ Why it Matters: 

• Ensures customs officers are legally empowered to 
differentiate between commercial and relief cargo

• Without a legal foundation, humanitarian clearance 
procedures rely on discretion, which is inconsistent 
& unscalable during crises 

1. Incorporation of RKC Annex J.5 into national 
customs law 

2. Establishment of HS codes and tariff exemption 
schedules for recognized humanitarian goods

3. Accreditation criteria for organizations eligible 
for facilitation (e.g., UN agencies, INGOs, Red 
Cross/Crescent)

Key Role of Dubai Customs in Enabling 
Regulatory Preparedness 

Within Dubai’s humanitarian ecosystem, Dubai 
Customs acts as the facilitator and applies several 
measures consistent with the principles of the Aid 
Accelerator Framework:

Dubai Customs support for aid facilitation has 
strengthened Dubai’s position as a gateway for global 
aid by providing frictionless, 24/7 release capacity that 
links pre-positioned stocks to global crises. 

Why Aid Accelerator Framework?

The Aid Accelerator Framework turns ad-hoc 
facilitation into a standing, measurable system 
generating impact across the board through the 
initiatives implemented (see Fig. 5). 
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Figure 5: Aid Accelerator Framework Impact Potential

Component Example Impact

Procedure

2
Jordan

Pre-arrival 
electronic 

submission

Import processing time reduced 

to ≤5 days instead of 15-days 
under pre-arrival pilot19

Policy

1
Afghanistan

Duty 
exemption 

system 

93% reduction of paperwork 
(from 14 forms to 1)17

Average clearance time reduced 

to hours from 10 days18

Partnership

3 East Africa
One-stop 

border posts

62-87% cut in border dwell 
time at selected posts20

USD 63 Mn in annual savings 
from one-stop border posts21

Dubai as a Case Study: Successful Adoption 
of the Aid Accelerator Framework

In alignment with H.H. Sheikh Khalifa bin Zayed Al 
Nahyan’s Principles of the 50 focus on humanitarian 
action at the core of the country’s identity (Principle 
922) and the UAE Foreign Assistance Policy (2022 
update23) commitment to sustained, targeted support, 
Dubai has incorporated the Framework to position 
itself as one of the leading players in international 
aid facilitation (see also Fig. 6).

i) Policy Alignment: With national policy guided by 
UAE MOFA, Dubai-level entities such as Dubai 
Customs have introduced supporting policy 
measures (e.g., duty exemptions).

ii) Procedural Standardization: Enabled through 
Dubai Humanitarian’s role as a hub for aid 
disbursement and the procedures introduced by 
Dubai Customs (e.g., pre-arrival declarations).

iii) Partnerships: Key players in Dubai work 
together to structure policies, regulate, and 
operationalize aid with data sharing through 
platforms like Humanitarian Logistics Databank, 
allowing for coordinated relief efforts.

Key Components



Customs Authorities: Institutionalize the 
Aid Accelerator Framework

The Aid Accelerator Framework depends on customs 
administrations taking the lead in embedding 
humanitarian facilitation within their national 
procedures. Customs authorities are encouraged to:

Adopt regulatory preparedness: Align customs 
law with the WCO Annex J.5 and formally 
recognize humanitarian clearance as a distinct 
function.

Join a global network: By implementing the 
Framework, customs authorities become part of 
an international network that advances the 
institutionalization of humanitarian aid 
facilitation as a global practice.

Build capacity: Train officers, designate rapid-
response units, and establish communication 
channels with humanitarian organizations to 
ensure readiness in crises.

Governments and Partner Entities: Build the 
Infrastructure for Speed and Scale

Governments, development partners, and logistics 
operators play a critical role in enabling the physical and 
digital foundations that sustain rapid aid movement. 
They are urged to:

Invest in infrastructure: Develop pre-positioned 
warehouse hubs, corridors, and dedicated lanes 
at key ports and airports.

Digitize humanitarian logistics: Build shared 
data platforms connecting humanitarian 
agencies, logistics, and customs systems for full 
supply-chain visibility.

Foster collaboration: Link customs, ports, 
logistics, and humanitarian actors to co-design 
warehousing and last-mile solutions.

3. Call to Action 
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The Aid Accelerator Framework offers a structured 
path to bridge global need and border reality. By 
codifying standards, digitizing processes, and aligning 
partners, it turns reactive aid delivery into a predictable, 
rules-based system.

Dubai’s model shows that integration is achievable and 
scalable. With regulatory readiness, infrastructure, and 
digital interoperability, customs can become enablers of 
humanitarian response – ensuring that the next crisis 
sees relief moving within hours, not days.

4. Conclusion

Donors
Contribute 
commodities 
and resources

Coordinators
Design the 
ecosystem, define 
strategy, align 
stakeholders

Set policy and fund 
the system while 
enabling fast, 
compliant 
movement of aid

Enables the 
humanitarian 
trading ecosystem 
(e.g., procedures, 
exemptions)

Convert funding 
into field operations 
via global supply 
chains and 
partnerships

Fund and enable 
operations with 
money, assets, and 
logistics/technology 
capacity

L3

L1

Facilitators
Enable the smooth 
flow of goods and 
operations

L2

Figure 6: Role of Different Entities in Dubai’s 
Humanitarian Ecosystem.

The aid facilitation policies introduced — supported by 
streamlined procedures and consistent coordination 
among entities — have enabled Dubai to generate 
significant impact in aid relief (see Fig. 7). 

74 71 68

131 125 141
123 137

2017 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024

9%

Figure 7: Dubai Humanitarian Relief and Response
(USD Mn, CAGR, 2017-2024)24

Dubai’s Humanitarian Aid: 9% CAGR from 2017 to 2024

By integrating advanced physical and digital infrastructure, 
Dubai – through Dubai Humanitarian  – has expanded its 
operational capacity, enabling a steady rise in global aid 

dispatches over the past years

USD 227 million

available stock (2025)

23 airlifts, sea shipments, 

and land convoys (2024)



About Dubai Customs

Dubai Customs

This whitepaper was prepared by Dubai Customs, the 
Government of Dubai authority responsible for border 
management and trade facilitation. Established more 
than a century ago, Dubai Customs is one of the 
emirate’s oldest institutions.

Dubai Customs plays a pivotal role in enabling Dubai’s 
position as a global logistics and trade hub. Its mission 
is to protect society and sustain economic growth. In 
2023, Dubai Customs processed over 30.4 million 
customs transactions (an average of 84,000 per day), a 
17.5% increase over 2022, demonstrating the impact 
of continuous digital modernization and global best 
practices.25

Guided by the Dubai Customs Strategic Model, the 
organization operates under five guiding principles: 
Visionary, Disruptive, Digital, Agile, and Innovative.26

Leadership

H.E. Dr. Abdulla Mohammed Busenad
Director General, Dubai Customs

Dr. Abdulla Mohammed Busenad’s leadership prioritizes 
streamlined, technology-enabled services and strong 
partnerships with Dubai’s trading community. Under his 
direction, Dubai Customs continues to advance 
integrated systems that support global humanitarian 
and commercial supply chains. His vision of technology-
enabled customs environment inspired the creation of 
the Aid Accelerator Framework – reinforcing Dubai’s 
role as a trusted global partner in enabling faster, more 
transparent humanitarian response.
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on declaration processing, exemptions, and clearance.
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