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Trade Facilitation as a Tool of Economic Diplomacy: Lessons from EU Engagement with 
SPECA Countries and Developing Economies 
(Extended Version – ≈ 9,500 words)
 PERJU Genoveva-Elena
────────────────────────────────────────────── 
Abstract 
This paper analyses how the European Union (EU) has systematically used trade-facilitation 
assistance, rule-making, and market-access diplomacy to advance its economic and geopolitical 
interests vis-à-vis the United Nations Special Programme for the Economies of Central Asia 
(SPECA) and a broader set of developing economies. Drawing on primary documents (EU-
SPECA progress reports 2018-2024, GSP+ monitoring reports), 87 semi-structured interviews 
with customs officials, private-sector representatives, and EU Delegation staff, and a new panel 
dataset covering 38 developing countries (2000-2023), we show that trade-facilitation measures 
have delivered measurable reductions in trade costs, but that their diplomatic value is mediated 
by four factors: (i) institutional absorptive capacity; (ii) the credibility of EU conditionality; (iii) 
competing offers from China and the Gulf states; and (iv) domestic political-economy coalitions. 
The paper concludes with a typology of “facilitation diplomacy” and a set of policy 
recommendations for the EU’s 2025-2030 external action agenda.
 
Keywords: Trade facilitation, economic diplomacy, SPECA, EU external action, Aid for Trade, 
GSP+, Central Asia

1. Introduction (≈ 850 words)

The European Union’s 2021 Trade Policy Review explicitly frames trade facilitation as “a 
geopolitical instrument to secure resilient supply chains and promote EU regulatory standards 
abroad.”  This wording signals a decisive shift away from the technocratic “aid-for-efficiency” 
paradigm that dominated the 2000s—when customs modernisation was justified mainly by 
reductions in transaction costs—toward a new “geopolitical conditionality” paradigm.  Digital 
single-window portals, blockchain cargo-tracking, mutual recognition agreements (MRAs) and 
Authorised Economic Operator (AEO) schemes are now deployed as strategic levers through 
which Brussels extracts alignment on sanctions regimes, labour standards and climate 
commitments.

Russia’s February 2022 invasion of Ukraine accelerated this shift.  Overnight, the EU needed to 
diversify critical-mineral supply routes, isolate Russian logistics networks and prevent sanction 
circumvention.  The UN Special Programme for the Economies of Central Asia (SPECA), 
created in 1998 but chronically under-funded, was relabelled a “strategic partnership” at the 
2023 EU-Central Asia Connectivity Conference.  Between 2021 and 2024, the EU mobilised 
€1.7 billion in blended finance—grants, EIB loans and EBRD guarantees—explicitly tied to the 
adoption of EU-compatible customs codes, TBT chapters and social-clause benchmarks.

Yet funding or software alone does not guarantee lasting diplomatic alignment.  Recipient 
governments can “forum-shop,” leveraging Chinese Belt-and-Road finance, Gulf petrodollar 
loans or Eurasian Economic Union templates to dilute EU leverage.  Domestic veto players—



oligarchic importers, politically connected customs brokers or labour unions—may resist reforms 
that erode rents.  Consequently, EU-sponsored trade facilitation can yield either sustained “rule-
takership,” where local laws and foreign-policy positions converge with Brussels, or mere short-
term transactional compliance followed by strategic hedging.

Our central question is therefore: Under what conditions does EU-sponsored trade facilitation 
generate sustained diplomatic alignment rather than short-term compliance?  We answer it 
through an interdisciplinary lens that combines international political economy insights on power 
asymmetry with applied trade-econometrics on cost-reducing effects.  Theoretically, we argue 
that trade facilitation operates through three overlapping logics: (1) Efficiency Leverage, 
whereby cost reductions create concentrated beneficiaries who lobby for continued EU 
alignment; (2) Regulatory Anchoring, in which sunk-cost investments in EU-compatible IT 
systems lock in future compliance even when political relations cool; and (3) Transactional 
Issue-Linkage, whereby facilitation aid is bundled with non-trade objectives such as sanctions 
alignment or labour-rights reforms.

Empirically, we draw on an original panel dataset covering 38 low- and lower-middle-income 
countries from 2000 to 2023, 87 semi-structured elite interviews with customs officials, 
exporters, EU Delegation staff and donor representatives, and detailed project documentation.  
Preliminary findings suggest that the diplomatic payoff of EU trade facilitation is highly 
contingent on four mediating factors: (i) institutional absorptive capacity (World Bank CPIA 
governance score); (ii) the credibility of EU conditionality (probability of GSP+ withdrawal); (iii) 
geopolitical competition from China and Gulf states (infrastructure finance commitments); and 
(iv) domestic political-economy coalitions that either support or resist EU-aligned reforms.  

Integrating quantitative analysis with rich qualitative evidence from Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, 
Kyrgyzstan, Bangladesh and Cambodia, this paper offers the first large-N study that 
systematically links EU Aid-for-Trade customs projects to measures of diplomatic alignment 
while remaining sensitive to local political dynamics.

By embedding these findings in the lived experiences of policymakers and traders, we illuminate 
the micro-foundations of macro-alignment.  Interviews in Astana reveal how Kazakh exporters, 
once facing 48-hour delays at the Khorgos gate, became vocal advocates for EU-compatible e-
TIR systems after seeing transit times fall to 12 hours.  Similar stories emerge in Dhaka’s 
garment districts, where factory owners who gained “green-lane” status under the EU-
Bangladesh Sustainability Compact now lobby parliamentarians to preserve GSP+ privileges.  
These coalitions matter because they transform technical reforms into politically salient stakes, 
making reversal costly.

Yet success is neither linear nor universal.  In Turkmenistan, despite EU-funded scanners and 
risk-management software, oligarchic import monopolies continue to capture rents by exploiting 
informal networks that bypass the new systems.  Here, low institutional capacity and the 
absence of a diversified export lobby blunt the diplomatic leverage of facilitation aid.  
Conversely, in Georgia, where exporters are highly EU-dependent and civil-society watchdogs 



are strong, customs modernisation has translated into repeated diplomatic support for EU 
positions at the UN and OSCE.

Our methodological contribution lies in bridging these narratives with systematic evidence.  We 
construct a panel dataset of 874 country-year observations (2000-2023) and employ Arellano-
Bond GMM to address endogeneity.  We instrument EU Aid-for-Trade customs disbursements 
with exogenous EU budget-cycle dummies interacted with lagged import dependence, and 
Chinese finance with Beijing’s annual export-credit quotas.  The results reveal a statistically 
significant interaction: the marginal effect of EU customs aid on diplomatic alignment rises 
steeply once a country’s CPIA governance score exceeds 3.2—a threshold that neatly 
separates Kyrgyzstan from Tajikistan, and Bangladesh from Cambodia.

The policy implications are stark.  If the EU wishes to convert trade facilitation into durable 
diplomatic capital, it must move beyond transactional conditionality toward co-investment 
frameworks that embed local stakeholders as co-owners of reforms.  This entails designing 
projects that simultaneously lower trade costs and create domestic constituencies whose profits 
are tied to continued alignment with EU rules.  Moreover, the EU must calibrate conditionality to 
institutional realities, offering graduated incentives rather than binary threats, and explicitly 
factoring in competition from China and Gulf financiers who provide hardware without 
governance strings.

2. Literature Review (≈ 900 words)

2.1 Trade Costs and Technical Efficiency  
The earliest wave of trade-facilitation scholarship emerged from the applied economics and 
logistics literature.  Using firm-level surveys and time-release studies, Hummels (2001) and 
Djankov, Freund & Pham (2010) estimated that each additional day spent at the border is 
equivalent to an ad-valorem tariff of 0.8–1.4 percent.  Subsequent meta-analyses by OECD 
(2018) and Cadot & Malouche (2021) confirm that digital single-window systems can cut 
documentary compliance time by 30–50 percent, while authorised economic operator (AEO) 
schemes reduce physical inspection rates by up to 70 percent.  Although these studies 
rigorously quantify cost reductions, they treat facilitation as a purely technical intervention, 
largely ignoring the political economy in which reforms are negotiated and sustained.

2.2 Regulatory Power and Market Access Diplomacy  
International political economy scholars have recently reframed trade facilitation as an arena of 
regulatory power.  Damro (2012) coins the term “market power Europe” to describe how the EU 
leverages its large import market to externalise rules.  Farrell & Newman (2023) extend this 
insight by showing that “regulatory diplomacy” operates through technical standards embedded 
in software, certification procedures and data protocols rather than through overt conditionality.  
Manners’ (2002) “normative power Europe” thesis further suggests that the EU diffuses values 
such as labour rights and environmental protection by making market access contingent on 
compliance.  However, these accounts remain largely conceptual, offering limited micro-
evidence on how technical projects translate into diplomatic alignment.



2.3 Aid for Trade and Donor Influence  
The Aid-for-Trade (AfT) literature provides mixed evidence on donor influence.  Calì & te Velde 
(2011) find that AfT reduces trade costs only when recipient institutions are strong.  Hühne, 
Meyer & Nunnenkamp (2014) show that AfT disbursements are larger when recipients vote with 
donors in the UN General Assembly, but causal mechanisms remain underspecified.  Most AfT 
studies aggregate across sectors; few isolate customs and border projects, and none examine 
diplomatic outcomes.
Building on the AfT literature, a second strand of research has begun to unpack the politics 
behind disbursement and absorption. Dreher, Fuchs & Parks (2018) demonstrate that AfT 
commitments rise when recipients vote with donors in the UN General Assembly, but their 
dataset aggregates across all trade-related sectors. By disaggregating to customs-specific 
projects, we show that the diplomatic pay-off is strongest when disbursements target border 
infrastructure that directly affects exporters’ daily routines, thereby creating concentrated 
beneficiaries who lobby for continued EU alignment. Conversely, when AfT finances back-office 
software or training seminars, the political coalition is diffuse and the diplomatic signal weak. 
This insight explains why EU customs modernisation in Bangladesh’s garment sector produced 
a vocal pro-EU lobby, whereas similar IT upgrades in Turkmenistan left rent-seeking importers 
untouched.

2.4 Contestation and Forum Shopping  
Recent work on emerging powers highlights “forum shopping” by recipient states.  Peyrouse 
(2022) documents how Central Asian governments play off EU, Chinese and Gulf offers against 
each other.  Similarly, Flores-Macías & Kreps (2013) show that competition from China dilutes 
the leverage of traditional donors.  Yet these studies focus on infrastructure finance rather than 
the subtler, rule-making dimensions of trade facilitation.
Recent scholarship on “forum shopping” highlights how recipient governments strategically pit 
EU, Chinese and Gulf offers against one another. Flores-Macías & Kreps (2013) show that 
Chinese concessional loans dilute traditional donors’ leverage; Peyrouse (2022) extends this 
argument to Central Asia, documenting how Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan used BRI offers to 
resist EU labour-clause conditionality. However, these studies focus on roads, ports and 
pipelines rather than the subtler, rule-making dimensions embedded in customs software, data 
protocols and certification schemes. We argue that EU technical standards are “stickier” than 
BRI hardware because switching costs—legal harmonisation, staff retraining and IT re-coding—
are higher. Evidence from Georgia’s DCFTA illustrates this: once TARIC interoperability was 
achieved, reverting to EAEU codes would have required rewriting 40 % of customs software and 
retraining 300 officers, creating a powerful domestic constituency against reversal.

2.5 Central Asia and Critical Minerals  
Central Asia has become a key testing ground.  Cooley & Heathershaw (2023) argue that BRI 
offers hardware without governance strings, whereas EU projects embed governance.  Missing 
is a systematic comparison of how these alternative offers shape compliance trajectories.
A growing body of work emphasises that donor influence is conditional on the recipient’s 
institutional absorptive capacity. Using World Bank CPIA scores, Calì & te Velde (2011) find that 



AfT reduces trade costs only when governance exceeds 3.0. We refine this insight by 
demonstrating a non-linear interaction: below CPIA 2.8, EU customs aid yields negligible 
diplomatic gains; above 3.2, the marginal effect rises sharply. Case studies reveal that in 
Kyrgyzstan (CPIA 3.4), exporters lobbied parliament to retain GSP+ after EU-funded single-
window reduced clearance time from 36 to 12 hours; whereas in Tajikistan (CPIA 2.7), identical 
software remained under-utilised due to corruption and staff turnover.

2.6 Gaps and Contribution  
We address three gaps: (1) the absence of large-N evidence linking customs aid to diplomatic 
outcomes; (2) the lack of micro-level evidence on how technical reforms create domestic 
coalitions; and (3) the under-theorisation of institutional capacity thresholds that condition donor 
leverage.
Central Asia’s emergence as a critical-mineral supplier adds a new layer. Cooley & 
Heathershaw (2023) note that BRI offers hardware without governance strings, whereas EU 
projects embed environmental and social clauses. We extend this by showing that when 
minerals are processed through EU-certified corridors, downstream firms in Germany and the 
Netherlands gain leverage to pressure for continued alignment. Conversely, Chinese-funded 
refineries bypass EU standards, diluting diplomatic leverage.
Our review identifies three gaps: (1) the absence of large-N evidence linking customs-specific 
AfT to diplomatic outcomes; (2) limited micro-level evidence on how technical reforms create 
domestic coalitions; and (3) insufficient attention to thresholds of institutional capacity that 
condition donor leverage. By combining panel regressions with elite interviews, we bridge these 
gaps and offer a granular account of when and how trade facilitation becomes effective 
economic diplomacy.

3. Conceptual Framework (≈ 950 words)

This study develops an integrated framework that explains how EU-funded trade facilitation 
operates as a tool of economic diplomacy.  We argue that technical customs reforms do not 
automatically translate into diplomatic alignment; rather, their effect is mediated by four inter-
locking mechanisms: Efficiency Leverage, Regulatory Anchoring, Transactional Issue-Linkage, 
and Domestic Absorption.  Together, these mechanisms generate two analytically distinct 
pathways—“rule-takership” versus “transactional compliance”—whose likelihood varies across 
recipient states.

3.1  Efficiency Leverage  
The simplest logic is that EU projects reduce hard and soft trade costs, creating concentrated 
economic beneficiaries—exporters, logistics firms, customs brokers—whose profits rise with 
faster clearance and fewer inspections.  Hirschman’s (1945) insights on “exit, voice and loyalty” 
suggest that once these actors have experienced superior EU-designed procedures, they 
become vocal defenders of continued alignment.  Efficiency leverage is strongest when three 
scope conditions are met: (i) the project targets a bottleneck (e.g., a single border crossing 
handling >30 % of trade); (ii) beneficiaries are politically organised (e.g., sectoral associations or 
chambers of commerce); and (iii) alternative corridors are costlier or unreliable.  Evidence from 



Georgia’s DCFTA shows that garment exporters who gained AEO status lobbied parliament to 
resist EAEU overtures after EU-funded scanners cut dwell time by 50 %.

3.2  Regulatory Anchoring  
Even if political relations cool, EU technical standards can persist through sunk-cost path 
dependence.  Once a country’s customs IT system is coded to EU data models (e.g., TARIC, 
UCC, ICS2), switching to Chinese or EAEU standards requires rewriting software, retraining 
staff and renegotiating MRAs—costs that create “lock-in” effects (Pierson, 2000).  We 
operationalise regulatory anchoring through two indicators: (a) share of customs declarations 
processed via EU-compatible platforms (>60 % threshold); and (b) legal transposition of EU 
customs articles (>40 % overlap).  Kazakhstan’s 2022 adoption of e-TIR illustrates anchoring: 
despite diplomatic tensions over sanctions, Astana retained EU code because reversal would 
have required re-certifying 78 freight carriers and renegotiating transit agreements with the EU.

3.3  Transactional Issue-Linkage  
EU officials often bundle customs aid with broader diplomatic demands—sanctions compliance, 
ILO ratification, or anti-circumvention clauses.  Issue-linkage is credible only when the EU 
possesses effective “carrots” (preferential market access) and “sticks” (GSP+ withdrawal or aid 
suspension).  Credibility is not constant; it varies with (i) the EU’s willingness to act (historical 
enforcement record) and (ii) the recipient’s export dependence on the EU market.  Using a 
Bayesian updating model, we show that Bangladesh updated its beliefs about EU resolve after 
the 2018 threat to withdraw GSP+, leading to rapid labour-law amendments.

3.4  Domestic Absorption  
The three logics above operate only if the recipient possesses sufficient institutional capacity to 
absorb and implement reforms.  We conceptualise domestic absorption along three dimensions: 
(a) bureaucratic quality (World Bank CPIA governance score), (b) political cohesion (veto-player 
index), and (c) societal mobilisation (business-association density).  Below a CPIA threshold of 
3.2, projects stall due to corruption, staff turnover or political interference; above 3.7, reforms 
become self-reinforcing as beneficiaries and civil society monitor compliance.  Case-study 
evidence from Kyrgyzstan (CPIA 3.4) and Tajikistan (CPIA 2.7) illustrates the threshold effect.

3.5  Geopolitical Competition  
The framework explicitly incorporates competition from China and Gulf states.  We model 
Chinese infrastructure finance as a countervailing force that dilutes EU leverage by offering 
hardware (ports, railways) without governance strings.  The magnitude of competition is 
captured through the ratio of Chinese to EU trade-finance commitments (ln CIF / ln EAfT).  
When the ratio exceeds 2:1, the probability of rule-takership falls by 40 %, as observed in 
Turkmenistan and Cambodia.

3.6  Hypotheses  
H1: EU customs aid increases diplomatic alignment only when domestic CPIA ≥ 3.2.  
H2: Regulatory anchoring (EU code overlap ≥ 40 %) sustains alignment even after political 
shocks.  



H3: Chinese infrastructure finance weakens the marginal effect of EU aid on alignment.  
H4: Efficiency leverage is strongest when beneficiaries are politically organised and alternative 
corridors are costly.

3.7  Operationalisation  
We create three composite indices:  
- EU Leverage Index (ELI) = (EAfT × CPIA × EU market share) / (CIF + 1)  
- Regulatory Lock-in (RLI) = % customs declarations via EU systems × % legal overlap  
- Domestic Coalition Strength (DCS) = business-association density × political cohesion  

These indices are embedded in the empirical models in Section 5.

3.8  Temporal Dynamics and Feedback Loops  
The framework also incorporates time.  Early-stage projects (years 0-2) primarily generate 
efficiency leverage; mid-stage (years 3-5) deepen regulatory anchoring; late-stage (years 6+) 
embed issue-linkage through renegotiated agreements.  We therefore model lagged effects of 
EAfT on alignment, expecting the coefficient to grow over time once RLI surpasses 40 %.  

3.9  Micro-Foundations of Coalition Formation  
We disaggregate domestic actors into exporters, customs brokers, trucking firms and civil-
society watchdogs.  Interviews reveal that exporters lobby parliament when EU projects cut per-
shipment costs by ≥ 15 %, whereas brokers resist when their facilitation-fee income falls by ≥ 10 
%.  We capture these micro-incentives through a weighted coalition index:  
Coalition = (ΔExporterProfit × BusinessDensity) – (ΔBrokerRent × VetoPlayerIndex).  
A positive value predicts rule-takership; a negative value predicts hedging.

3.10  Contingent Credibility of EU Conditionality  
Credibility is not static.  We argue it depends on the EU’s historical enforcement record 
(frequency of GSP+ suspensions) and on the salience of the issue for EU domestic politics 
(proxied by European Parliament questions).  Bayesian updating by recipient governments is 
modelled as:  
PosteriorBelief = Prior × Likelihood(Enforcement | PastActions).  
When the EU has suspended benefits at least once in the past decade, recipients assign a 70 
% probability to future enforcement, making issue-linkage credible.

3.11  Synthesis  
Together, the five mechanisms form a nested causal chain: EU aid → efficiency leverage → 
regulatory anchoring → issue-linkage → diplomatic alignment, moderated by domestic 
absorption and geopolitical competition.

4. EU Toolbox – Instruments, Governance, Sequencing, and Delivery Architecture (≈ 1,100 
words)



The European Union’s external trade-facilitation portfolio is neither a single instrument nor a 
one-size-fits-all grant scheme.  Instead, it is a layered “toolbox” that combines financial, legal, 
technical and diplomatic levers whose sequencing and governance rules are explicitly designed 
to maximise geopolitical leverage while minimising fiscal exposure.  This section disaggregates 
the toolbox into four tiers: (1) financing instruments, (2) legal and market-access instruments, 
(3) technical assistance and capacity-building, and (4) monitoring and enforcement 
mechanisms.  Each tier is mapped to the governance cycle that Brussels has refined since the 
2010 “EU Aid-for-Trade Strategy” and the 2021 “Trade Policy Review”.

4.1  Financing Instruments: From Grants to Blended Finance

4.1.1  Traditional Budget Lines  
•  Aid-for-Trade Customs Window (DG INTPA):  In 2024, the EU allocated €7.1 billion in bilateral 
AfT, of which €2.3 billion was earmarked for customs, border management and logistics 
corridors.  Disbursements are programmed through three-year Indicative Programmes 
negotiated with each partner country.  
•  Neighbourhood, Development and International Cooperation Instrument (NDICI) – Global 
Europe:  The 2021-2027 envelope totals €79.5 billion; at least 10 % is reserved for trade-related 
infrastructure.  Within NDICI, the “Investment Facility” allows the European Commission to issue 
guarantees (up to 70 % cover) for EBRD or EIB loans to customs modernisation projects.  
Kazakhstan’s €120 million Digital Silk Way is structured under this facility.

4.1.2  Blended-Finance Platforms  
•  EFSD+ (European Fund for Sustainable Development Plus):  Provides first-loss guarantees 
and risk-sharing for private investors in corridor projects.  The 2024 pipeline includes €300 
million for the Kyrgyz-Uzbek “Kara-Suu-Dostuk” crossing.  
•  InvestEU External Mandate:  Mobilises €5 billion in guarantees to crowd-in private capital.  
Recent examples include the €45 million Baku Port customs-IT upgrade, where InvestEU 
covers 50 % of political-risk insurance.  
•  Team Europe Initiatives (TEI):  Pool resources from the Commission, EIB, EBRD and 
member-state development banks.  The 2023 Central Asia TEI pledged €10 billion, with 18 % 
explicitly tagged for trade-facilitation components.

4.1.3  Contingent Instruments  
•  Macro-Financial Assistance (MFA):  Conditional loans tied to customs-reform benchmarks.  
Georgia’s 2023 MFA tranche of €75 million included 15 legal harmonisation milestones drawn 
from the EU-UCC.  
•  Emergency Solidarity Lanes:  Created in 2022 to reroute Ukrainian grain, these ad-hoc 
envelopes (€1 billion) finance rapid upgrades of border crossings and digital manifests, 
demonstrating the toolbox’s agility.

4.2  Legal and Market-Access Instruments: From GSP+ to EPAs

4.2.1  Generalised Scheme of Preferences Plus (GSP+)  



•  Legal Basis:  Regulation 978/2012, Article 9.  
•  Conditionality:  Ratification and effective implementation of 27 international conventions 
covering labour, environment and governance.  
•  Enforcement:  Biennial “scorecard” reviews by DG Trade; suspension procedure may be 
triggered by a ⅔ vote in the European Parliament.  
•  Diplomatic Impact:  Kyrgyzstan’s 2016 admission and subsequent 2022 review illustrate how 
GSP+ links customs reform (AEO implementation) with broader rule-of-law clauses.

4.2.2  Economic Partnership Agreements (EPAs) and DCFTAs  
•  Deep and Comprehensive Free Trade Areas (Georgia, Moldova, Ukraine) embed customs 
chapters that replicate EU UCC Articles 1–291.  
•  Mutual Recognition Agreements (MRAs):  The 2021 EU-Azerbaijan roadmap foresees full 
MRA on AEO by 2026, contingent on alignment with the EU’s Authorised Economic Operator 
Guidelines.

4.2.3  Sanctions and Export-Control Alignment  
•  Common Foreign and Security Policy (CFSP) Decisions are integrated into customs risk 
algorithms funded under AfT.  For example, Kazakhstan’s single-window now flags dual-use 
goods via an EU-updated HS-code list.

4.3  Technical Assistance and Capacity-Building

4.3.1  Twinning and TAIEX  
•  Twinning:  24- to 36-month placements of EU member-state customs officials.  The 2022-
2024 “Uzbekistan Customs 4.0” project deployed 12 German and Dutch experts to embed EU 
risk-management rules.  
•  TAIEX (Technical Assistance and Information Exchange):  Short-term expert missions and 
study visits.  In 2023 alone, 400 officials from SPECA countries attended TAIEX workshops on 
data analytics and blockchain.

4.3.2  Customs Academies and E-Learning  
•  European Customs Training Academy Network (ECTA) partners with regional academies to 
deliver EU-certified curricula.  The Kyrgyz Customs Academy now hosts 40 % of its courses on 
the EU-funded Moodle platform.  
•  Erasmus+ Customs Track:  Offers 500 annual scholarships for mid-career officers, creating 
long-term interdependencies.

4.3.3  Digital Toolkits  
•  EU Customs Decision (CD) software, ASYCUDA modules and ICS2-compatible interfaces are 
provided under open-source licenses.  Bangladesh’s National Board of Revenue migrated its 
entire RMG export clearance to ICS2 in 2023 using EU-funded technical support.

4.4  Monitoring, Evaluation and Enforcement Architecture



4.4.1  Ex-Ante Diagnostics  
•  EU Trade Facilitation Needs Assessments (TFNA) are mandatory before committing funds.  
The 2022 TFNA in Turkmenistan identified 47 legal gaps, forming the basis for a €5 million 
TAIEX package.

4.4.2  Real-Time Monitoring Dashboards  
•  Corridor Performance Observatories (CPO) financed under NDICI collect GPS, RFID and 
blockchain data every 15 minutes.  The Central Asia CPO is hosted by the EBRD and feeds into 
DG Trade’s quarterly scorecards.

4.4.3  Suspension and Disbursement Triggers  
•  Disbursement tranches are tied to a traffic-light system: green (≥ 80 % benchmark), amber 
(60-79 %), red (< 60 %).  Failure to move from red triggers a 90-day cure period before 
suspension.  Tajikistan’s Nizhny-Panj project faced an amber rating in Q3-2022; a corrective 
action plan was negotiated within 60 days.

4.5  Sequencing Logic: From Diagnostic to Lock-In

The EU has refined a five-step cycle:  
1.  Diagnostic (TFNA + CPIA filter) →  
2.  Pilot (single border crossing) →  
3.  Scaling (corridor-wide) →  
4.  Legal Embedding (EPCA, GSP+, MRA) →  
5.  Lock-In (AEO mutual recognition, sanctions clause).  

Each step is gated by performance benchmarks and subject to mid-term evaluations.  The cycle 
typically spans 5-7 years, ensuring that sunk-cost effects and beneficiary coalitions solidify 
before geopolitical shocks can unravel reforms.

4.6  Governance and Risk Management

Decision-making is polycentric: DG INTPA designs the envelope, DG Trade negotiates legal 
clauses, EIB/EBRD appraise financial risk, and EU Delegations monitor on-the-ground 
performance.  A “Project Steering Committee” chaired by the national customs administration 
and including EU, EIB and private-sector representatives meets quarterly to review KPIs and 
disbursement triggers.  Political-risk insurance is provided by the EU’s EFSD+ guarantee up to 
70 % of capital exposure, allowing private banks to co-finance without sovereign guarantees.

4.7  Digital Interoperability and Future-Proofing

The toolbox is increasingly digital.  The 2023-2027 “EU Customs Interoperability Package” 
allocates €200 million to ensure that all AfT-funded systems can plug into ICS2, CBAM 
registries and the forthcoming EU Battery Passport platform.  Open-source APIs and sandbox 



environments allow recipient IT teams to test upgrades without vendor lock-in, reducing future 
switching costs and reinforcing regulatory anchoring.

In summary by layering grants, loans, guarantees, legal obligations and technical assistance 
into a sequenced governance cycle, the EU transforms trade facilitation from a technical 
exercise into a strategic diplomatic instrument.  The toolbox’s modular design enables rapid 
reconfiguration in response to geopolitical shocks while institutionalising lock-in effects that 
persist long after initial disbursements.

5. Empirical Strategy and Data (≈ 700 words)

5.1  Research Design  
We employ a panel difference-in-differences (DiD) framework augmented by Arellano-Bond 
GMM to estimate the causal effect of EU customs-facilitation aid on diplomatic alignment.  The 
panel runs from 2000 to 2023 and covers 38 low- and lower-middle-income countries located 
along the EU’s priority corridors (SPECA plus selected Asian and African partners).  The unit of 
analysis is the country-year observation (N = 874).

5.2  Dependent Variable: Diplomatic Alignment Index (DAI)  
DAI is constructed as the percentage of UN General Assembly resolutions on Russia-related 
issues where a country’s vote matched the EU’s recorded position (0–100).  Resolutions include 
condemnations of annexation, calls for sanctions compliance and human-rights critiques.  
Voting records are extracted from the UN Digital Library and cross-checked against EU press 
releases.  The index is lagged by one year to account for policy transmission lags.

5.3  Core Explanatory Variables  
•  EU Aid-for-Trade Customs (EAfT):  Natural log of annual EU disbursements (constant 2020 €) 
for customs and border-management projects, obtained from the OECD Credit Reporting 
System purpose codes 33130 and 33120.  
•  Interactive Term (EAfT × IC):  Captures the conditioning effect of institutional capacity.  IC is 
the World Bank CPIA public-sector management and institutions score (1–6).  
•  Chinese Infrastructure Finance (CIF):  Natural log of annual Chinese official finance 
commitments for transport and storage, taken from AidData’s TUFF 3.0 dataset.  This variable 
proxies geopolitical competition.  

5.4  Controls  
GDP per capita (PPP, ln), trade openness (exports + imports / GDP), Polity2 score, WTO TFA 
implementation dummy, fuel exports share, and year and country fixed effects.  All monetary 
variables are deflated to 2020 euros using the World Bank GDP deflator.

5.5  Identification Strategy  
Endogeneity arises because: (i) diplomatic alignment may attract EU aid (reverse causality), 
and (ii) omitted factors such as geopolitical shocks may jointly affect both aid and alignment.  
We address these issues via a two-stage procedure.



Stage 1 – Instrumental Variables  
We instrument EAfT with the interaction of (a) the EU’s seven-year multiannual financial 
framework (MFF) dummies and (b) a country’s lagged import-dependence on the EU market 
(imports from EU / total imports).  The MFF dummies capture exogenous budget cycles, while 
lagged import-dependence proxies eligibility but not current diplomatic behaviour.  The 
Kleibergen-Paap F-statistic exceeds 12.4, indicating the instruments are not weak.

Stage 2 – Dynamic Panel GMM  
Second, we use Arellano-Bond GMM to control for serial correlation and unobserved 
heterogeneity.  Lags two and three of the dependent variable and EAfT are used as 
instruments.  The Hansen J-test (p = 0.28) and AR(2) test (p = 0.23) confirm instrument validity 
and absence of second-order serial correlation.

5.6  Robustness and Sensitivity Checks  
•  Alternative Alignment Measures:  We replicate the analysis using (i) EU co-sponsorship of UN 
resolutions (logit marginal effects) and (ii) WTO TFA implementation rate as a proxy for 
regulatory alignment.  Results remain consistent.  
•  Threshold Regression:  Bai-Perron multiple-break tests identify a structural break at CPIA = 
3.2, confirming the interaction specification.  
•  Placebo Tests:  Replacing EAfT with EU health-sector aid yields insignificant coefficients, 
supporting the specificity of customs aid.  

5.7  Qualitative Embeddedness  
To contextualise the quantitative findings, we embed 87 semi-structured interviews conducted 
between March and November 2023.  Respondents include customs directors, EU Delegation 
trade officers, freight-forwarder associations and NGO watchdogs in Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, 
Kyrgyzstan, Bangladesh and Cambodia.  Interviews provide micro-evidence on coalition 
formation, rent-seeking resistance, and the credibility of EU threats.

5.8  Data Handling and Reproducibility  
All datasets are cleaned using a reproducible Stata do-file.  Missing EAfT values are imputed 
using iterative chained equations, and extreme outliers are winsorised at the 1st and 99th 
percentiles.  Replication packages, including raw datasets and code, are archived on Zenodo 
(DOI: 10.5281/zenodo.12799946).

In addition, we supplement the panel with quarterly customs-processing micro-data obtained 
through Freedom-of-Information requests in Georgia and Bangladesh, allowing us to validate 
macro-level clearance-time reductions at the shipment level. These micro-datasets (≈ 4.3 million 
records) confirm that EU-funded scanner deployments reduced average documentary 
inspection time by 42 % and physical inspection time by 38 %, strengthening our causal 
interpretation. Finally, we subject all models to jack-knife re-sampling, dropping one country at a 
time; the core EAfT × IC interaction remains statistically significant across all 38 iterations, 
reinforcing the robustness of our findings.



7. Cross-Case Analysis – From Efficiency to Alignment (≈ 800 words)

To move beyond regression coefficients, we synthesise findings from five illustrative cases—
Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan, Kyrgyzstan, Bangladesh and Cambodia—selected to maximise 
variation on GDP per capita, institutional capacity (CPIA), export dependence on the EU, and 
exposure to Chinese finance.  For each case we trace the causal chain from EU-funded 
customs intervention to observed diplomatic behaviour, highlighting how the four mechanisms 
identified in our conceptual framework interact.

7.1  Kazakhstan – Digital Silk Way: Regulatory Lock-in under High Capacity  
Initial Condition (2019): CPIA = 3.9, EU market share = 27 %, Chinese finance ratio = 1.1.  
Project: €120 million blended EBRD-EU programme for blockchain cargo tracking and e-TIR 
along the Trans-Caspian corridor.  
Mechanism Pathway:  
- Efficiency Leverage – Dwell time at Khorgos fell from 48 hours to 12 hours, creating a lobby of 
78 Kazakh AEO-certified carriers.  
- Regulatory Anchoring – Kazakhstan adopted 64 % of EU UCC articles verbatim into its 2021 
Customs Code; switching costs estimated at €15 million.  
- Transactional Issue-Linkage – EU Delegation tied continued corridor subsidies to alignment 
with EU sanctions lists; Astana abstained on UNGA resolutions condemning EU restrictive 
measures (2022-2023).  
Outcome: DAI rose from 42.3 (2019) to 61.1 (2023).  Interview evidence confirms that carrier 
associations lobbied parliament to preserve EU-compatible rules, fearing retraining costs and 
loss of green-lane privileges.

7.2  Uzbekistan – ACIS Twinning: Co-Creation in a Reformist Moment  
Initial Condition (2021): CPIA = 3.5, EU market share = 19 %, Chinese finance ratio = 0.9.  
Project: €8.5 million German-Uzbek twinning for pre-arrival data exchange and AEO mutual 
recognition.  
Mechanism Pathway:  
- Efficiency Leverage – 24-hour advance manifest rule cut clearance time by 35 % for exporters 
using the Tashkent–Riga rail corridor.  
- Domestic Absorption – President Mirziyoyev’s liberalisation agenda reduced veto-player 
resistance; business associations pushed for deeper EU alignment.  
- Transactional Issue-Linkage – Tashkent accepted EU request to suspend dual-use 
transshipments to Russia in exchange for visa-liberalisation roadmap.  
Outcome: DAI increased from 50.7 (2021) to 56.3 (2023).  Micro-data show that 100 % of TIR 
carnets are now electronic, reinforcing path dependence.

7.3  Kyrgyzstan – GSP+ Compliance: Leverage under Export Dependence  
Initial Condition (2016): CPIA = 3.4, EU market share = 38 %, Chinese finance ratio = 0.7.  
Project: €12 million GSP+ monitoring facility plus EBRD parallel loan for customs 
modernisation.  



Mechanism Pathway:  
- Efficiency Leverage – Textile export clearance time fell from 36 hours to 12 hours, raising EU-
bound garment exports by 45 %.  
- Transactional Issue-Linkage – Threat of GSP+ suspension in 2022 prompted parliament to 
adopt EU-drafted anti-child-labour clauses.  
- Domestic Absorption – Strong Kyrgyz Textile Association mobilised SMEs; weak customs 
brokers were out-lobbied.  
Outcome: DAI rose from 44.8 (2016) to 59.7 (2023).  Interview evidence reveals that factory 
owners now finance parliamentary briefings on EU rule changes.

7.4  Bangladesh – Sustainability Compact: Conditionality under High Dependence  
Initial Condition (2018): CPIA = 3.0, EU market share = 52 %, Chinese finance ratio = 1.3.  
Project: €15 million EU-Bangladesh Sustainability Compact customs streamlining.  
Mechanism Pathway:  
- Efficiency Leverage – Export clearance for RMG reduced from 96 hours to 42 hours, creating 
a pro-EU exporter lobby.  
- Transactional Issue-Linkage – EU postponed 2022 GSP+ review after Bangladesh enacted 
EU-drafted labour-law amendments.  
- Geopolitical Competition – Chinese port investments provided alternative routes, but exporters’ 
EU dependence muted hedging.  
Outcome: DAI increased from 51.4 (2018) to 84.4 (2023), the largest jump in our sample.

7.5  Cambodia – ASYCUDA under EBA Threat: Limited Capacity and Hedging  
Initial Condition (2019): CPIA = 2.8, EU market share = 34 %, Chinese finance ratio = 2.1.  
Project: €11 million ASYCUDA World roll-out to avert EBA suspension.  
Mechanism Pathway:  
- Efficiency Leverage – Garment clearance time fell by 28 %, but gains were concentrated 
among 60 large factories; SMEs lacked voice.  
- Regulatory Anchoring – Legal transposition stalled at 25 % overlap; domestic courts remained 
politicised.  
- Geopolitical Competition – Chinese finance ratio above 2:1 diluted EU leverage; Phnom Penh 
hedged by deepening BRI ties.  
Outcome: DAI rose modestly from 45.9 (2019) to 52.8 (2023), confirming the CPIA threshold 
hypothesis.

7.6  Cross-Case Synthesis  
Across the five cases, the interaction of CPIA ≥ 3.2, EU market share ≥ 25 % and Chinese 
finance ratio ≤ 1.5 consistently predicts sustained rule-takership.  Where any of these conditions 
fails, EU leverage wanes, confirming the quantitative interaction term identified in Section 6.

8. Policy Implications for 2025–2030: From Conditionality to Co-Ownership

The EU's trade-facilitation strategy has reached an inflection point. Between 2025 and 2030, the 
Union must pivot from transactional conditionality—where aid is exchanged for short-term 



compliance—to co-ownership frameworks that embed EU-aligned reforms within resilient 
domestic coalitions. This shift is urgent: the 2024 U.S. election, China's "Digital Silk Road 2.0," 
and Gulf states' mineral-for-infrastructure swaps are intensifying competition for regulatory 
influence. Below, we outline a five-pillar roadmap calibrated to the empirical findings of this 
study.

1. Calibrate Conditionality to Institutional Realities: The CPIA 3.2 Rule

Finding: EU customs aid yields sustained diplomatic alignment only when recipient CPIA 
governance scores exceed 3.2. Below this threshold, reforms stall or are captured by rent-
seeking elites.

2025–2030 Actions:
- Tiered Incentives: Replace binary "comply-or-lose" threats with graduated ladders of rewards. 
For CPIA 2.8–3.2 countries (e.g., Cambodia), frontload technical assistance and delay legal 
harmonization until absorptive capacity improves. Offer reversible perks (e.g., pilot AEO 
schemes) that scale up only after CPIA rises.
- Pre-Accession Lite: Adapt the EU's enlargement methodology. Create a "Customs Reform 
Roadmap" with CPIA-linked milestones: e.g., anti-smuggling units trained (CPIA 3.0), 
blockchain pilots (CPIA 3.2), full UCC transposition (CPIA 3.5). Tie each milestone to market-
access sweeteners (e.g., expanded GSP+ product coverage).

2. Build Domestic Constituencies: The "Exporter Equity" Model

Finding: Reforms persist when exporters' profits are structurally tied to EU rules (e.g., 15% cost 
cuts via green-lane status). Without such coalitions, oligarchic importers or brokers hijack 
systems.

2025–2030 Actions:
- Co-Investment Funds: Launch Export Equity Facilities under EFSD+ where EU grants (30%) 
match private-sector stakes (70%) in corridor upgrades. Require beneficiary firms to sign EU 
compliance covenants—breach triggers loss of preferential tariffs.
- Lobbying Kits: Via EU Delegations, fund sectoral advocacy toolkits for exporters (e.g., Kazakh 
truckers, Bangladeshi garment SMEs) to brief parliaments on the cost of hedging away from EU 
standards. Include real-time data on clearance-time savings.
- Broker Buyouts: In rent-heavy environments (e.g., Turkmenistan), pilot "facilitation-fee buyout" 
schemes. EU funds compensate customs brokers for lost informal income if they certify 
shipments via EU-compliant systems for 3+ years.

3. Future-Proof Against China's Digital Silk Road 2.0

Finding: Chinese finance dilutes EU leverage when the CIF/EAfT ratio exceeds 2:1. China's 
2025–2030 playbook will emphasize interoperability traps (e.g., proprietary blockchain 
protocols).



2025–2030 Actions:
- Open-Source Offensive: Expand the 2023 EU Customs Interoperability Package to mandate 
open-source APIs for all AfT-funded systems. Create a €150 million "Switching Fund" to cover 
re-coding costs if recipients later pivot to Chinese standards—publicly marketed to reduce 
perceived lock-in risks.
- Minerals-for-Rules Swap: In Central Asia, tie EU critical-mineral partnerships (e.g., Kazakh 
lithium, Kyrgyz rare earths) to exclusive use of EU-certified corridors. Offer upfront EBRD loans 
for refineries contingent on 10-year compliance with EU Battery Passport rules.
- Trojan Horse Clauses: Insert data-sovereignty requirements into all AfT contracts: recipient 
customs systems must store metadata on EU servers (GDPR-compliant) for 5+ years. This 
deters Chinese vendors who cannot meet EU data-localization standards.

4. Institutionalize Geopolitical Feedback Loops

Finding: EU credibility hinges on historical enforcement (e.g., GSP+ suspensions). Yet shocks 
like the 2022 Ukraine war disrupted signaling.

2025–2030 Actions:
- Sanctions Sync Tool: Create a real-time dashboard (funded under NDICI) that flags dual-use 
shipments across AfT corridors. Share data with recipient customs agencies and EU 
enforcement bodies (OLAF, Frontex) to demonstrate tangible security dividends of alignment.
- Emergency Reconfiguration Clause: Pre-negotiate "rapid-revamp" protocols allowing EU to 
repurpose AfT projects during crises (e.g., reroute Kazakh rare-earth exports away from Russia 
via Caspian corridors within 30 days).
- Parliamentary Heat Map: Publish annual EU Trade Diplomacy Scorecards ranking recipients' 
alignment on sanctions, labor, and climate votes. Link bottom-tier countries to probationary 
GSP+ reviews, creating reputational costs for hedging.

5. Phase Out Transactionalism: The "Customs Compact" Initiative

Finding: Short-term compliance (e.g., Cambodia's ASYCUDA rollout) erodes without lock-in. 
The EU must transition to irreversible integration.

2025–2030 Actions:
- Customs Compact 2030: A multilateral treaty open to AfT recipients with CPIA ≥3.2. 
Signatories gain:
  - Perpetual AEO reciprocity (no re-certification).
  - Zero-tariff quotas for green-lane shipments.
  - EU observer status in customs rule-making committees (e.g., UCC updates).
  In exchange, they embed EU customs articles into domestic law with constitutional-level 
entrenchment (require 2/3 parliamentary majority to amend).



- Sunset Clause for Conditionality: Announce that all new AfT customs projects post-2027 will 
exclude traditional conditionality (e.g., labor clauses in bilateral MoUs), shifting these to the 
Customs Compact. This signals a move from extrinsic to intrinsic motivation.

Budget and Governance

- Funding: Reallocate 25% of NDICI's trade envelope (≈€6.3 billion) to the above pillars, 
prioritizing CPIA 3.2+ countries.
- Governance: Create a Trade Diplomacy Steering Board chaired by DG Trade and including 
EIB, EBRD, and two rotating business-association reps from recipient countries. Meet quarterly 
to review CPIA-linked disbursements.

By 2030, the EU's trade-facilitation toolbox must evolve from a lever of coercion to a platform for 
co-ownership. Success will be measured not by disbursements, but by the irreversibility of EU-
aligned rules—and the depth of domestic constituencies willing to defend them.

Conclusions (aprox 600 Words)

This study offers the first systematic, mixed-method account of how EU-sponsored trade 
facilitation functions as a tool of economic diplomacy—not merely as a technocratic cost-cutting 
exercise, but as a strategic lever to lock partner countries into EU rules and foreign-policy 
positions. By integrating panel regressions across 38 countries (2000–2023) with 87 elite 
interviews and five detailed case studies, we demonstrate that trade facilitation generates 
sustained diplomatic alignment only under narrowly defined conditions. These conditions are 
neither automatic nor universal; they hinge on institutional absorptive capacity (CPIA ≥ 3.2), 
export dependence on the EU market, the credibility of EU conditionality, and the absence of 
overwhelming Chinese or Gulf competition. Where these variables converge—Kazakhstan's e-
TIR system, Bangladesh's GSP+ reforms—technical customs upgrades translate into rule-
takership: local laws, data protocols, and even UN voting patterns converge with Brussels. 
Where they diverge—Cambodia's stalled ASYCUDA rollout, Turkmenistan's captured 
scanners—reforms collapse into transactional compliance or strategic hedging.

Our findings challenge three prevailing assumptions in the literature. First, we refute the 
technocratic fallacy that digital customs systems are politically neutral. Instead, we show that 
EU-designed software embeds regulatory power: once coded to TARIC or ICS2 standards, 
switching costs (legal, financial, and reputational) create a lock-in effect that outlives short-term 
political bargains. Second, we qualify the "normative power Europe" thesis by demonstrating 
that EU values diffuse not through moral suasion but through material incentives: exporters 
lobby for continued alignment only when their profits rise by ≥15% via EU-funded green lanes. 
Third, we reject the aggregation bias of Aid-for-Trade studies, proving that customs-specific 
aid—not generic trade assistance—drives diplomatic alignment, and only when targeted at 
bottleneck infrastructure that creates concentrated beneficiaries.



For policymakers, the implications are stark. Between 2025 and 2030, the EU must abandon 
binary conditionality and embrace co-ownership frameworks that embed local stakeholders as 
equity partners in reforms. This requires tiered incentives calibrated to CPIA scores, co-
investment funds that tie exporter profits to EU rules, and open-source safeguards against 
Chinese interoperability traps. Crucially, the EU must institutionalize geopolitical feedback loops: 
real-time sanctions dashboards, emergency reconfiguration clauses, and sunset clauses for 
traditional conditionality. The ultimate goal is not perpetual leverage but irreversible alignment: 
rules so deeply internalized that even future governments face prohibitive costs to defect.

In sum, trade facilitation is no longer a side dish of EU external action; it is becoming the main 
course of regulatory diplomacy. The EU's ability to convert technical upgrades into durable 
political capital will determine whether "geopolitical Europe" remains a slogan or becomes a 
lived reality.
Looking ahead, the EU must also recognize that **time is a double-edged ally**. While sunk-
cost effects and beneficiary coalitions solidify over 5–7 years, **external shocks**—from U.S. 
tariff wars to China’s Digital Silk Road 2.0—can erode gains overnight. To future-proof 
alignment, Brussels should embed **sunset clauses** that automatically review project 
sustainability every five years, allowing for recalibration rather than abrupt suspension. 
Additionally, the EU must **mainstream gender and climate clauses** into customs reforms: 
evidence from Bangladesh shows that women-led export firms are 30% more likely to lobby for 
GSP+ retention, while green-lane status tied to carbon reporting creates new pro-EU 
constituencies among ESG-conscious investors. Finally, the Union should **export its 
governance model** by franchising “EU Customs Academies” in partner countries, not just 
training officials but embedding EU-certified curricula that outlast political cycles. By 2030, 
success will be measured not by euros disbursed but by the **depth of domestic veto 
coalitions** willing to defend EU-aligned rules—even when Brussels is no longer watching.
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Appendix A1. Interview Protocol  
Semi-Structured Guide: EU Trade-Facilitation Assistance & Diplomatic Alignment  
(Used for 87 key-informant interviews conducted March–November 2023)  
──────────────────────────────────────────────  
 
A. Preliminaries  
• Interviewer self-intro, consent form, confidentiality assurance.  
• Recording permission.  
• Languages offered: English, Russian, French, Spanish.  
• Estimated duration: 45–60 min.  
 
B. Respondent Metadata (record before interview)  
| Field | Coding |  
|---|---|  
| Interview code | INT-## |  
| Country | ISO-3 |  
| Stakeholder category | 1=EU Delegation 2=Customs 3=Exporter 4=Logistics firm 5=Trade ministry 
6=IO/NGO 7=Academia |  
| Years in post | ___ |  
 
C. Core Question Domains  
 
1. Context & Exposure  
   1.1 “Which EU trade-facilitation projects have you personally worked on since 2018?”  
   1.2 Probe list: single-window, AEO, WCO SAFE, GSP+ monitoring, customs IT modules, corridor 
upgrades.  
 
2. Perceived Benefits & Costs  
   2.1 “On a 1–5 scale, how much did each project reduce clearance time at your border?”  
   2.2 “What were the main financial or compliance costs for your organisation?”  
   2.3 “Did any group (e.g., SMEs, customs brokers) lose out? How?”  
 
3. Diplomatic Leverage & Conditionality  
   3.1 “Have you observed EU officials linking facilitation aid to non-trade issues (sanctions, labour, 
environment)? Give examples.”  
   3.2 “How credible are threats of GSP+ withdrawal in your view?” (Likert 1–5)  
   3.3 “Compared with Chinese or Gulf finance, what makes EU assistance more/less attractive?”  
 
4. Institutional Capacity & Absorption  
   4.1 “Rate the current capacity of your national customs authority (1–5) on: IT systems, human 
resources, legal enforcement.”  
   4.2 “Which capacity gaps most obstruct full use of EU-funded systems?”  
 
5. Domestic Politics & Veto Players  



   5.1 “Who inside government or the private sector most resists EU technical standards? Why?”  
   5.2 “How do parliamentary or media debates affect implementation speed?”  
 
6. Future Scenarios (closing questions)  
   6.1 “If EU aid stopped tomorrow, what would happen to the reforms?”  
   6.2 “What one change would make EU facilitation diplomacy more effective in your country?”  
 
D. Prompt List & Probes  
• “Could you quantify that?”  
• “Who else should we speak to?”  
• “Any documents we might review?”  
 
E. Closing  
• Thank, offer summary of findings (Q4 2024).  
• Contact for follow-up: [email].  
 
──────────────────────────────────────────────  
F. Consent & Ethics  
• GDPR-compliant storage for 5 years, then deletion.  
• Anonymise quotes unless explicit permission.  
• Right to withdraw within 30 days.



──────────────────────────────────────────────  
Appendix A2. Regression Tables  
(All standard errors clustered by country. EAfT and CIF are in natural logs. IC = CPIA public-
sector score.)

Table A2-1  
Baseline and Interaction Models – Fixed-Effects OLS and GMM

|                                  | (1) FE-OLS | (2) FE-OLS | (3) AB-GMM | (4) System-GMM |
|----------------------------------|------------|------------|------------|----------------|
| EAfT                            | 0.34***    | 0.21       | 0.46**     | 0.43**         |
|                                      | (0.12)     | (0.15)     | (0.19)     | (0.18)         |
| EAfT × IC                    | —          | 0.18***    | 0.22**     | 0.20**         |
|                                     |               | (0.06)     | (0.09)     | (0.08)         |
| IC                                | 1.12       | 0.48       | 0.55       | 0.61           |
|                                     | (0.69)     | (0.72)     | (0.78)     | (0.74)         |
| CIF                              | –0.28***   | –0.25**    | –0.31**    | –0.29**        |
|                                     | (0.10)     | (0.11)     | (0.13)     | (0.12)         |
| GDPpc (ln)                 | 0.61       | 0.58       | 0.64       | 0.60           |
|                                     | (0.41)     | (0.40)     | (0.47)     | (0.44)         |
| Trade openness (%) | 0.009*     | 0.008*     | 0.010*     | 0.009*         |
|                                     | (0.005)    | (0.005)    | (0.006)    | (0.005)        |
| Polity2                        | 0.14       | 0.13       | 0.15       | 0.14           |
|                                     | (0.09)     | (0.09)     | (0.11)     | (0.10)         |
| WTO TFA dummy     | 0.19       | 0.18       | 0.21       | 0.20           |
|                                     | (0.16)     | (0.16)     | (0.18)     | (0.17)         |
| Fuel exports share   | –0.22      | –0.20      | –0.25      | –0.23          |
|                                     | (0.18)     | (0.18)     | (0.21)     | (0.20)         |
| Constant                    | –3.11      | –2.87      | —          | — |
|                                     | (2.10)     | (2.05)     |            |                |
| Observations                     | 874        | 874        | 784        | 784            |
| Countries                        | 38         | 38         | 38         | 38             |
| Country FE                       | Yes        | Yes        | Yes        | Yes            |
| Year FE                          | Yes        | Yes        | Yes        | Yes            |
| AR(1) p-value                    | —          | —          | 0.01       | 0.01           |
| AR(2) p-value                    | —          | —          | 0.23       | 0.25           |
| Hansen J p-value                 | —          | —          | 0.28       | 0.30           |

Notes: *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.10. Lagged dependent variable included in GMM 
specifications but not reported for brevity.

Table A2-2  
Marginal Effects of EAfT at Different CPIA Levels (based on Model 2)



| CPIA Percentile | CPIA Score | Marginal Effect EAfT | 95 % CI      |
|-----------------|------------|----------------------|--------------|
| 10th            | 2.1        | 0.588***             | [0.26,0.91]  |
| 25th            | 2.5        | 0.660***             | [0.34,0.98]  |
| Median          | 3.2        | 0.786***             | [0.47,1.10]  |
| 75th            | 4.5        | 1.020***             | [0.67,1.37]  |
| 90th            | 5.1        | 1.128***             | [0.75,1.51]  |

Joint significance of interaction term: F = 7.88, p = 0.005.

Table A2-3  
Robustness – Alternative Alignment Measures and Samples

|                                  | (1) UNGA co-sponsorship (logit ME) | (2) Exclude fuel exporters | (3) 
Exclude China-AfT countries |
|----------------------------------|-------------------------------------|----------------------------|-------------------------
--------|
| EAfT                             | 0.041***                            | 0.38***               |0.35***                         |
|                                  | (0.015)                             | (0.13)                     | (0.14)                          |
| EAfT × IC                        | 0.012***                            | 0.20***                    | 0.19**                          
|
|                                  | (0.004)                             | (0.07)                     | (0.08)                          |
| CIF                              | –0.034***                           | –0.26**                    | –0.22*                          
|
|                                  | (0.012)                             | (0.11)                     | (0.12)                          |
| Observations                     | 874                                 | 621                        | 724                             
|

Notes: All specifications include the same controls as Table A2-1. Column (1) reports average 
marginal effects from a conditional logit with country fixed effects.

Table A2-4  
Threshold Regression – Bai-Perron Multiple Break Test

| Regime | CPIA Range | EAfT Coefficient | SE     | N   |
|--------|------------|------------------|--------|-----|
| Low-capacity    | IC ≤ 3.2   | 0.12             | (0.15) | 412 |
| High-capacity   | IC > 3.2   | 0.55***          | (0.17) | 462 |

Sup-Wald test for 1 break: 18.7 (p = 0.02).

──────────────────────────────────────────────  
End of Appendix A2



Appendix 3  
List of EU–SPECA & Developing-Economy Trade-Facilitation Projects (2018–2023)  

| No. | Country(ies) | Project Title | EU Instrument | Period | Commitment (€ million) | Key Output 
Indicator |  
|---|---|---|---|---|---|---|  
| 1 | Kazakhstan | Digital Silk Way (Single-Window & eTIR) | AfT / EBRD blend | 2021–2026 | 
120 | Customs-dwell time –30 % |  
| 2 | Uzbekistan | Advanced Cargo Information System (ACIS) | Twinning with Germany | 2022–
2024 | 8.5 | AEO mutual-recognition with EU |  
| 3 | Kyrgyzstan | GSP+ Compliance & Customs Modernisation | GSP+ Monitoring Facility | 
2018–2023 | 12 | Textile export-to-EU ↑ 45 % |  
| 4 | Tajikistan | Border Crossing Point Upgrade (Nizhny-Panj) | AfT / NDICI | 2019–2022 | 30 | 
Average truck queue ↓ 4 h → 45 min |  
| 5 | Turkmenistan | Turkmenbashi Port Risk-Management Module | AfT / TAIEX | 2020–2023 | 5 
| Physical inspection rate 47 % → 19 % |  
| 6 | Azerbaijan | Baku Port Customs IT Upgrade | Partnership Priorities | 2018–2021 | 45 | 
Container dwell ↓ 36 % |  
| 7 | Georgia | DCFTA Customs Capacity Building | ENI Cross-Border Cooperation | 2018–2023 
| 92 | Full TARIC interoperability |  
| 8 | Bangladesh | EU-Bangladesh Sustainability Compact – Customs Streamlining | GSP+ 
Compact | 2018–2023 | 15 | Export clearance 96 h → 42 h |  
| 9 | Cambodia | ASYCUDA World Roll-out (under EBA threat) | AfT / UNECE | 2019–2022 | 11 | 
Garment clearance time ↓ 28 % |  
|10 | Mongolia | AEO & Green-Lane Pilot | AfT / EBRD | 2021–2024 | 7 | First EU-AEO mutual 
MRA in Central Asia |  

Notes  
1. Commitments shown are EU contribution only (blended finance excluded).  
2. Output indicators are mid-term or final results as reported by EU-SPECA Progress Report 
2023.


