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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
Honduras is a country struggling to modernize its trade framework and institutions. It recently 
implemented a new automated customs system called the Sistema Automatizado de Rentas Aduaneras de 
Honduras (SARAH), launched the Authorized Economic Operator (AEO) program and is developing a 
Single Window for import and export operations. However, the 2010 World Trade Organization 
(WTO) Trade Policy review for Honduras stated that “Honduras has not made any significant changes in 
its import regime” since 2003. In addition, the 2012 World Bank’s Doing Business indicators for Trading 
Across Borders indicate a decline in ranking by 11 points; Honduras fell from 92 in 2011 to 103 in 2012. 
The urgency of customs and trade reform is felt across the public and private sectors and donors have 
provided support. USAID implemented a regional program to support implementation of the U.S. Free 
Trade Agreement with Central America (CAFTA-DR), which included support for Honduras customs. 
The Inter-American Development Bank (IDB) is implementing two trade related projects: Support to 
Trade and Investment Promotion and Puerto Cortes Customs Modernization Project.  

Under the Puerto Cortes project, IDB is helping Honduras to: 

 Shift from paper to electronic documents and the management and analysis of data before the 
arrival of goods at the port in a framework of interoperability between the control agencies and 
logistics operators; 

 Improve the clearance of goods thanks to the analysis of advance electronic cargo information 
based on objective risk criteria; 

 Develop automatic connection of incoming or outgoing cargo with the system for goods in 
transit, based on the TIM project; 

 Equip the customs administration with building, electrical, and communications infrastructure 
and furniture to improve services to users; 

 Install a backup Data Center in San Pedro Sula and information technology infrastructure at the 
port’s customs facility as a security measure to ensure the availability of customs information 
technology services in the region 24 hours a day, 365 days a year. 

In the course of this diagnostic, we reviewed country progress to date in completing the necessary 
actions identified in the WTO self-assessment of Honduras’s ability to implement the draft WTO 
Agreement on Trade Facilitation conducted in 2007, and we identified specific areas in which the United 
States Agency for International Development (USAID) can support Customs within and outside of the 
seven areas supported under the Partnership for Trade Facilitation (PTF): Internet Publication, Advance 
Rulings, Pre-arrival Processing, Appeals, Penalty Disciplines, Transit Guarantee Systems, and Expedited 
Shipments.  In defining goals for each of the PTF areas, we looked at the WTO Negotiating Group on 
Trade Facilitation’s Draft Consolidated Negotiating Text document TN/TF/W/165/Rev. 12 of May 8, 
2012.  

Within the PTF areas, Honduras needs urgent support in the following areas: 

 Improving its customs appeals process by creating a Customs Appeals Court;  
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 Developing a campaign to promote the use of advanced rulings (AR) and helping Customs to 
define and implement processes to manage AR;  

 Developing an internet tool that will better educate the private sector about the trade 
facilitation tools available to them and that will allow filing of anonymous reports of wrongdoings 
by customs officers; and finally,  

 Analyzing possible reforms to the decree that is the legal basis of the Customs fines.  

Outside the PTF areas, Honduras Customs needs to increase transparency, reengineer processes, adopt 
a new risk management methodology, create a sustainable system for training Customs officers and the 
private sector, support more public-private partnerships to promote Customs reform, fully implement 
the Authorized Economic Operator (AEO) program, improve the operations of SARAH and create a 
fully equipped Customs laboratory. 
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PURPOSE AND METHODOLOGY 
PURPOSE 

The Government of Honduras has requested assistance from the U.S. Government in improving its 
Customs and trade facilitation capabilities. At the request of the USAID regional mission in Central 
America (CGAP), USAID Washington’s Bureau for Economic Growth, Environment, and Education (E3) 
has sponsored technical teams to undertake an assessment of Honduran Customs (as well as to conduct 
similar assessments elsewhere in the region). This work is implemented under the Business 
Environments for Agile Markets (BEAM) Task Order by CARANA Corporation. 

A specific focus of this assessment is on Honduras’s ability to implement commitments anticipated under 
the WTO Agreement on Trade Facilitation (in draft). Under a current program launched in Geneva by 
the U.S. Government in October 2010,  the U.S. will assist developing countries in implementing their 
commitments under the ongoing Trade Facilitation negotiations at the WTO. The PTF will assist 
developing countries by providing a pool of technical and financial resources targeted on implementation 
of the specific proposals advanced by the U.S. in the negotiations. There are currently seven priorities 
for technical assistance (advance rulings, internet publication, expedited shipments, penalties, appeals, 
pre-shipment processing, and transit guarantee systems).  

The CARANA assessment team was charged with three principal tasks: 

 Reviewing and validating progress to date in completing the necessary actions identified in a 
2007 self-assessment of Honduras’s ability to implement the draft WTO Agreement on Trade 
Facilitation,1 

 Identifying specific areas in which the United States can support Customs in meeting WTO 
trade facilitation commitments and expectations, and  

 Advising on other aspects of Honduran Customs where technical assistance may be appropriate 
and cost-effective. 

Team members conducted interviews and observations at the Customs headquarters and field offices 
and at the offices of selected Customs brokers, transportation companies and others in order to 
validate progress to date in completing actions identified in the WTO self-assessment. They also 
reviewed relevant documents, laws, and regulations as well as assessments and reports completed under 
USAID or other donor programs in recent years. In conducting our assessment, we used as a guideline 
the WTO Negotiating Group on Trade Facilitation’s Draft Consolidated Negotiating Text document 
TN/TF/W/165/Rev. 12 of May 8, 2012. 

  

                                                 

1 Developing country WTO members have been encouraged to assess their trade facilitation needs and priorities and, as an 
integral part of the negotiations, conducted 94 national self-assessments between 2007 and 2010 with technical assistance and 
funding from a variety of donors and technical organizations. The Honduran self-assessment was conducted in December 2007. 
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METHODOLOGY 

For Honduras, the review and validation process was carried 
out in March 2012 through an in-country assessment from 
March 19-23, by a team composed of Maria Rodriguez Murphy 
and Jorge Ardon, under the guidance of the Business 
Environment for Agile Markets (BEAM) Chief of Party, Erin 
Endean. In order to gain the highest quality information 
possible, the team launched its assessment by reviewing 
previous diagnostic reports on the situation of trade 
facilitation in Honduras. These reports included the power 
point presentation of the WTO Diagnostic findings done by 
the UNCTAD in 2007, the USAID Central America Regional 
CAFTA-DR Project Report, and the 2010 WTO Trade Policy 
Review for Honduras. A complete list of materials reviewed 
can be found in Annex 4.  

Based on the desk research the team prepared a series of 
hypothesis of the main problem areas and potential solutions. 
The focus of the in-country review was not to conduct yet another study, but rather to vet the current 
needs of the country vis-à-vis previous analysis, and focus on identifying potential areas for support 
within the PTF framework. Following the discussion of technical assistance needs in the seven PTF areas, 
and at the request of USAID, this report also includes findings and proposed support initiatives that 
relate to Customs but which are not within the PTF areas.  

The team met with local stakeholders including government officials, business leaders, importers, 
customs brokers, and freight forwarders to assist in vetting the hypothesis. Following this process, the 
team conducted a briefing session with USAID Honduras and USAID Regional Mission in El Salvador to 
present the key findings and potential solution areas. The PowerPoint presentation used for the Mission 
debrief is included in this report as Annex 1. As a result, the team developed this report, and will 
produce, in June, a final regional report and scopes of work after all diagnostics have been completed 
and reviewed by USAID.  

  

Honduras has adopted 
measures to improve 
clearance processes 
however it fell in the 
WB Doing Business 
Trading Across 
Borders indicator from 
92nd place in 2011 to 
103rd place in 2012  
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COUNTRY BACKGROUND 
Honduras has basic international trade conventions in place, as well as a regional integration 
commitment and several free trade agreements. It became a member of the WTO in 1995 and is a 
charter member of the General Treaty on Central American Economic Integration. Honduras is 
committed to a functional Central American Customs Union, and as such, is implementing the 
provisions of the Central American Unified Customs Code Version IV (CAUCA) and its implementing 
regulations (RECAUCA), which have been in force in Honduras since May 2008. For the most part, 
Honduras enacts domestic legislation in agreement with CAUCA and RECAUCA commitments.  

Honduras applies regional sanitary and phytosanitary (SPS) rules through the Regional International 
Organization for Animal and Plant Health (OIRSA), which includes Mexico, Belize, Panama, and the 
Dominican Republic in addition to the five Central American countries. 

The United States continues to be the country’s main trading partner, along with El Salvador, Guatemala 
and Mexico. Honduras exports were $5.25 billion in 2009, mostly from the maquila textile sector, 
bananas and coffee. Honduras imports were $7.57 billion in 2009, with main imports being machinery 
and transport equipment, industrial raw materials, chemical products, fuels and foodstuff.2  

In Honduras, the Ministry of Industry and Trade is the government agency with competence for 
regulating foreign trade, promoting exports and investment, and defining and implementing trade policy. 
The Dirección Ejecutiva de Ingresos (DEI), a department of the Secretaría de Finanzas (Department of the 
Treasury), oversees all rent collection from taxes and Customs duties. Customs is a department of DEI, 
and is overseen by an Adjunct Director of Customs Revenue, who reports to the director of DEI. 
Customs does not have legal authority and all decisions, regulations and internal Customs documents 
are issued by DEI.3  

DEI adopted measures to modernize Customs through the introduction of a new Customs automated 
system SARAH and the initial implementation of the Authorized Economic Operators (AEO) program. 
However, the World Bank’s Doing Business report for Honduras in 2012 showed a significant fall in 
Honduras’s ranking – which dropped by 11 points in the country’s Trading Across Borders indicator, 
from 92nd in 2011 to 103rd in 2012. The report indicates that it currently takes 22 days (of which an 
average of 4 days are directly attributable to Customs) to import into the country, using 8 documents, 
with a cost of importing per container of $1,420. It takes 18 days (2 attributable to Customs) to 
complete an export procedure at a cost of $1,242, requiring 6 documents. In contrast, El Salvador had 
an overall rank of 69th place in 2012’s Trading Across Borders indicator, with import procedures taking 
8 days, 2 of which are attributable to Customs.4  

The flow of goods is encumbered by a trading system troubled by weak institutions. The current 
institutional system for handling integrity is inadequate, and Customs is widely viewed as an agency 
plagued by corruption. The consensus within the trade community is that Customs officers are often 

                                                 

2 http://www.economywatch.com/world_economy/honduras/export-import.html 
3 For purpose of simplicity we use the term Customs in this report to refer to the operations of the Customs department, 
with the understanding that the actual “legal” actor is DEI, unless it is necessary to refer to an action of DEI.  
4 World Bank, Doing Business Report 2012, Ease of Doing Business in Honduras at 
http://www.doingbusiness.org/data/exploreeconomies/honduras/#trading-across-borders. 
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promoting vested interests and their own self-enrichment. Customs officials must improve the agency’s 
integrity. It is crucial that Customs officials be seen as working in the interest of the government and the 
trade community, not for themselves or for private or public interests. 

Cooperation between the public and private sectors in Honduras is almost non-existent, and there is a 
lack of institutional support for the foreign trade sector. In the past, the Government of Honduras 
established a private-public sector commission, Comisión Especial Interinstitucional para la Modernización 
del Servicio Aduanero (CEIMSA), similar to the trade facilitation commissions in Guatemala and El 
Salvador. CEIMSA’s aim was to address modernization of the Customs Service in Honduras and combat 
corruption and undervaluation. However, CEIMSA was terminated in 2011 and substituted by the 
Comisión Presidencial para la Modernización del Servicio Aduanero (COPREMSA) in August of 2011. 
COPREMSA is comprised of the Minister of Finance, the Secretary of the Presidency, the Director of 
the DEI, a representative of the Anticorruption National Council and a representative from the Consejo 
Hondureño de la Empresa Privada (COHEP). Only one member out of five is from the private sector, and 
DEI/Customs is not represented in the Commission. COPREMSA has the authority to visit Customs 
offices and verify compliance with Customs laws and regulations, and is also in charge of evaluating 
processes, systems, procedures, and proposing reform projects. 5  

In general, to improve its environment for trade, Honduras needs to: 

 Improve the integration of government agencies and policies that affect trade (such as Customs, 
health, agriculture, etc.);  

 Foster greater cooperation between the public and private sectors;  

 Eliminate or substantially curtail corruption in trade-related processes such as Customs 
approval;  

 Further streamline trade processes; and  

 Significantly increase the capacity and skills of the public and private sector staff with respect to 
trade facilitation topics and processes.  

Donor Efforts in Honduras 

Customs Honduras has received support from the World Bank (WB), the Inter-American Development 
Bank (IDB), the European Union (EU) and other agencies. During our in country visit, we met with a 
representative of the IDB collocated in DEI, who oversees the implementation of the Support to Trade 
and Investment Promotion Project and the Puerto Cortes Customs Modernization Project. As 
mentioned above, the IDB is helping Honduras to modernize trade operations by increasing automation, 
improving risk management, and providing equipment and infrastructure as needed to ensure the 
availability of customs IT services 24 hours a day, 365 days a year. 

                                                 

5 http://archivo.elheraldo.hn/Econom%C3%ADa/Ediciones/2011/08/27/Noticias/Cohep-y-gobierno-manejaran-las-
aduanas 
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The WB has a US$18 million Improving Public Sector Performance project approved December 2011, 
which has the objective of working, among other, with the DEI to strengthen the management of public 
finances and to establish a more efficient, effective and transparent public procurement system through: 
(i) upgrading the public financial management system; (ii) upgrading the e-procurement platform; (iii) 
enhancing the internal control systems over personnel expenditures; and (iv) building capacity of the 
central administration. The project will, among others, increase the government’s monitoring and 
evaluation capacity and reduce corruption.   

In addition, IDB has developed IT modules for the Ventanilla Unica de Comercio Exterior – VUCE (Single 
Window for Foreign Trade) including the e-payments module, digitalizing documents and data 
interchange between DEI and other agencies. IDB expects to test these modules in a pilot at the Servicio 
Nacional de Sanidad Alimentaria – SENASA (National Health Service). They will also develop a system of 
back-office for SENASA to help manage import permits. IDB is focusing more support on helping 
SENASA improve its procedures, have better risk management, and export registries. 

As for the EU, according to their 2007-2013 plan they are supporting regional integration and the 
customs union, as well as harmonization of policies.6 These initiatives will be discussed at length in the 
regional report.  

 

                                                 

6 See: EU, Nota Informativa Sobre la Cooperación Regional de la Unión Europea En Centro América, Sep. 2011. 



8 May 2012 

  



PARTNERSHIP FOR TRADE FACILITATION: HONDURAS NEEDS ASSESSMENT 9 

KEY FINDINGS  
As stated in the purpose section of this report, the focus of the team was to identify trade facilitation 
measures that are framed under the PTF areas. However, in the course of the work, the team identified 
a group of other needs and requirements that fall under the general category of trade facilitation, but 
that do not fall under PTF categories. At the request of USAID, we have listed all of the needs and 
initiatives and divided them into PTF and non-PTF categories. 

FINDINGS RELATED TO PTF CATEGORIES 

1 ADVANCE RULINGS 

From the legal point of view, Honduras is in compliance with 
WTO’s requirements for Advanced Rulings. As with the rest 
of Central America, AR are governed by article 72 of CAUCA; 
articles 291 to 310 of RECAUCA; and CAFTA-DR article 5.10. 
These agreements govern the obligation of customs 
authorities in Central America to issue AR on: 

 Classification 

 Customs valuation in regards to the application of 
GATT Article VII and its regulations  

 In cases of drawback, suspension, or any regime to 
differ Customs duties  

 Preferential origin treatment of an import based on a 
particular treaty 

 Duty free treatment in cases of importation  

 Verifications of origin 

 Application of quotas. 

In compliance with WTO requirements, all regional legislation provides that customs shall issue AR 
within 150 days of the filing of a fully compliant application.  

Each country is left to define the internal operating procedures to manage AR, and in Honduras this has 
been done via an administrative procedure created by DEI. The Procedimiento de Resoluciones Anticipadas 
attached as Annex 2, is an internal DEI document and is basically a step-by-step guide for customs 
officers to process AR, with cross references to RECAUCA. Per the regulation, the importer files a 
petition with Customs based on article 291 of RECAUCA, and Customs has 150 days to issue a binding 
ruling per article 299 of RECAUCA. This document is not intended for public use, and there is, as of the 
date of this report, no guide or forms have been developed by DEI to assist the private sector to file for 
AR.  

Advance Rulings 

 “A Member shall issue 
legally binding rulings in a 
timely manner, and in 
advance of the relevant 
trade transaction, at the 
request of an interested 
person who has provided 
the Member with all … 
necessary information.”  
Source: WTO TN/TF/W/165/Rev.12, 8 
May 2012, Article 3 
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As a result, during our interviews we found that there is little to no use of AR in Honduras. When 
asked, the private sector cited three key reasons for not using this mechanism: 

 Lack of understanding: The private sector does not know how to use the figure, nor do they 
understand the process and benefits of AR. In addition, Customs has not facilitated its use, has 
not provided enough training, forms or guides to promote its use.  

 Lack of trust: Importers have little faith that the Customs officers at the points of inspection 
(aforadores) will respect the binding nature of the AR. This belief is reinforced by the general 
perception that Customs officers at ports, airports and border points have extreme 
discretionary powers in Honduras and do not generally follow the guidance of the technical staff 
at Customs headquarters.  

 Length of time to decide: The private sector perceives the term for Customs to issue an AR 
(150 days) to be excessive and feels it is impractical for them to have to foresee the types of 
goods they will be importing almost six months ahead of time. The 150-day term is consistent 
with WTO requirements, with CAFTA-DR, and with CAUCA/RECAUCA, however, the private 
sector is not aware that this term is standard and compliant with international requirements.  

2 INTERNET PUBLICATION 

Honduras has made an effort to publish its trade related 
norms, forms and requirements online. DEI is at the forefront 
of this effort. Agriculture and health are lagging behind, with 
little to no trade related information available online. In 
addition, all of the information is contained in separate sites 
and there is no consolidated website that aggregates all 
import, export and transit information.  

Customs Related Provisions: Honduras publishes customs 
related provisions on the website of the Executive Directorate 
of Income: www.dei.gob.hn. On this page, there is an easy-to-
find link to Customs related material. Once in that link, it is 
very easy to find Customs legislation, Customs forms, statistics 
(updated as of the last quarter of 2011), frequently asked 
questions, notices, latest news, and specific information on the 
AEO. Within the section of Customs norms, the data is 
organized by type of document (decree, circular, agreements, 
resolutions, and treaties). For a foreigner not used to the legal 
system of the country, this system of categorizing documents 
makes it somewhat difficult to find key rules. It was hard for 
our expatriate team member to find the Customs Law, 
because there is no category for legislation. The Law was 
issued via decree, and a person would need to know the year 
of the decree to find it. While, strictly speaking, publication in 
this manner is WTO compliant, it is suboptimal from a user 
standpoint; it would be better if key pieces of legislation were 
organized more intuitively. 

Internet Publication  

“2.1 Each Member shall [to the 
extent possible] make available 
and update as appropriate the 
following through the internet: 
(a) A description of its 
importation, exportation and 
transit procedures [, including 
appeal procedures]… 

(b) The forms and documents 
required for importation into, 
exportation from, or transit 
through the territory of that 
Member. 

[(c) [Relevant trade-related 
legislation]… 

Source: WTO 
TN/TF/W/165/Rev.12, 8 May 
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However, in some cases the system only contains 
data as far back as 2010 (for example Circulars). In 
addition, Customs criteria or administrative decisions 
are not published, and hence there is no way to set 
precedent, contributing to the discretionary decisions 
of officers at entry points.  

The Honduran private sector indicated that many 
times Customs officers at points of inspection will 
apply circulars or criteria to which importers have no 
access, or which are outdated, old, abrogated or have 
never been published. Private sector interviewees 
stated that DEI does not do a good job of notifying the private sector of key changes in the Customs 
norms, and sometimes applies norms that are not in force. Finally, DEI does not publish draft rules or 
consult with the private sector before they are enforced. However, the team found that the private 
sector was not actively lobbying for inclusion in consultations. Importers rely heavily upon their 
Customs brokers and have little or no interest in understanding Customs laws and norms, and as a 
result cannot discern the validity of the information they receive from their broker (such as reports that 
Customs is delaying the shipment or that Customs imposed a fine).  

Other Major Trade Related Authorities: The 
Secretary of Agriculture and Livestock (SAG) is 
the entity in charge of issuing trade- related 
agriculture permits and certificates via its 
SENASA office. SENASA has published the 
requirements and forms needed to file for and 
obtain sanitary permits on their website 
http://www.senasa-sag.gob.hn/. Currently, filing 
is done either in person or via e-mails sent to 
the various divisions (livestock, vegetables, 
quarantine). However, as mentioned by one of 
our interviewees, the page contains very basic 
information and there is little to no training or 
guidance available for the private sector. 
Furthermore, there is no connection between SENASA’s site and database with DEI  

The Secretary of Health also has a website www.salud.gob.hn but trade-related information is not 
available on it, many of the links are not operating, and there is no visible link to requirements or forms 
needed for import, export or for transit.  It is the understanding of the assessment team that the Single 
Window project funded by the IDB will help to generate a virtual single window with a one-stop shop 
for all trade-related regulations, including those implemented by the Agriculture and Health ministries. 

3 EXPEDITED SHIPMENTS 

“Urgent Shipments” are regulated in article 110 of CAUCA, which includes therein the definitions of 
both urgent shipments and expedited shipments. RECAUCA regulates these types of shipments 
differently. Urgent shipments (such as those sent in cases of national catastrophes, medicines and 
vaccines, for example) are regulated in articles 554-562 of RECAUCA. Express shipments and couriers 
are regulated in articles 563-577. CAFTA-DR regulates express shipments in article 5.7. In our 
interviews, we found that both sectors agreed that express shipments are being cleared in less than 6 
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hours. From this point of view, Honduras is compliant with 
its current obligations under various trade agreements. 

The draft WTO Agreement on Trade Facilitation specifies 
that expedited release procedures shall “allow, prior to the 
arrival of an expedited shipment, for the submission and 
processing, including through electronic means, of 
information necessary for the release of the shipment.” At 
present, however, courier companies are not electronically 
linked to the Customs system and thus cannot transfer the 
information electronically. DEI is working on a simplified 
procedure for express shipments. The new rules will 
facilitate the clearance of express shipments via a procedure 
that uses a simplified declaration, and allows for the 
consolidated manifest to be sent electronically prior to 
arrival.  

Courier companies stated that in general the system works 
and they are clearing express shipments in less than six 
hours. However, they would benefit from better trained 
Customs personnel and particularly the special tax-delegates who are sent to the courier warehouses 
for clearance. They mentioned that many times, these delegates are students who have not graduated 
from college and who have very little Customs or tax experience -- which delays the processing of 
documents. 

4 PENALTIES 

The WTO provides that members shall ensure that penalties 
for a breach of a customs law, regulation, or procedural 
requirement are imposed only on the person(s) responsible 
for the breach under its laws. It establishes that the penalty 
imposed shall depend on the facts and circumstances of the 
case, and shall be commensurate with the degree and severity 
of the breach. 

In Honduras, Customs infractions are typified and regulated by 
a set of guidelines called the Instructivo para la Aplicacion de 
Sanciones por Infracciones Aduaneras (the “Fines Manual”) which 
is can be found in Annex 3 of this report. The Fines Manual 
details the types of conducts that are subject to fines, 
distinguishes between administrative and tax infractions and 
imposes fines. While it contains a preamble that indicates the 
norms that allow for its creation (citing the Tax Code and the 
Customs Law as basis), the private sector strongly argues that 
the Fines Manual does not have legal basis because it 
contradicts the constitutional mandate that states that fines 
and infractions must be regulated by a law, not by decree.  

As a result, we found the following issues regarding the system 
of customs penalties in Honduras:  

Would You Prefer 
Corrupt Payments or 
Fines? 

“We know the Decree that 
created the Fines Manual is 
illegal, the Supreme Court 
already issued an opinion 
saying fines can only be 
created by law, but what can 
we do? We already appealed 
before DEI three times with 
no reply”  

“I rather pay corrupt 
payments than pay fines.”  

Source: Private Sector 
Interviewees 

Expedited Shipments 

A Member [shall/may] adopt 
or maintain procedures 
allowing for expedited release 
of at least those goods 
entered through air cargo 
facilities to persons that apply 
for such treatment…. 

Source: WTO 
TN/TF/W/165/Rev.12,, 8 May 2012, 
Article 7 
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 Legal Basis of Fines Questionable. The private sector has serious doubts about the legality 
of the Fines Manual, since the Honduras legal system provides that the definition of crimes and 
actions punishable by fines should be regulated by laws, and the manual was issued via decree. 
The Association of Customs Brokers of Honduras (FENADUANAH) requested an opinion on 
the matter from the Supreme Court of the country, which indicated that Customs infractions 
and fines should have been regulated by a law and not a decree. FENADUANAH has already 
filed three petitions before the DEI, and is now considering filling an action of illegality before 
the courts.  

 Threat of Fines Used to Extort Payments to Customs Officers. The private sector 
stated that the Fines Manual has become an instrument of extortion. According to interviewees, 
officers at the points of entry will threaten importers with imposing fines, in order to request 
and (often) collect illegal payments.  

 Irrational Levels of Fines. The private sector stated that fines are not commensurate with 
the degree of severity of the breach, and a revision is necessary. Because of this, the private 
sector stated that in many cases they would rather make illegal payments and bypass the fine.  

5 APPEALS 

Customs Appeals: Honduras has a Law on Administrative 
Procedures (Decree 152-87) which regulates the petition and 
procedures available to all private parties to counter Customs 
decisions of the administration. Per this Law, parties have 
various administrative petitions (reposicion, apelacion and 
revision) which have to be filed and denied prior to proceeding 
with a judicial appeal. 

In the specific area of Customs appeals, Honduras applies the 
provisions contained in Title VIII of RECAUCA. Per those 
provisions, private parties have the right to file administrative 
petitions against actions of DEI officers. Petitions are decided 
in first instance by the head of DEI. Thereafter, according to 
RECAUCA, parties can appeal Customs’ decisions before the 
Customs Court. Finally, parties can bring disputes before the 
judicial system once all administrative petitions have been 
exhausted.  

Honduras has the system in place to appeal administratively 
before the DEI. However, it has not complied with 
RECAUCA articles 630 and following, which regulate the 
creation and operation of the Customs Court. Honduras 
should have created this Court in 2008, but has repeatedly 
asked for extensions and does not currently have plans or 
funding to create the Customs Court. As a result, the appeals 
process for customs is incomplete, not trustworthy and inefficient.  

OCA: We did not find any rules governing appeals for trade-related decisions of the Agriculture and 
Health Ministries. We understand from discussions in country that the Law on Administrative 
Procedures applies to the decisions of all of these agencies. However, we found that in practice petitions 

Appeals  

Each Member shall provide 
that any person to whom 
customs [or another relevant 
border agency] issues an 
administrative decision has the 
right, within its territory, 
[without penalty,] to: 

(a) administrative appeal …[of] 
the official or office that issued 
the decision; and[/or] 

(b) judicial appeal of the 
decision… 

Source: WTO 
TN/TF/W/165/Rev.12, 8 May 2012, 
Article 4 
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are rarely used because the administration takes too long to decide and in most cases traders prefer to 
either accept the decision or circumvent it, perhaps by making illegal payments of one sort or another. 

6 PRE-ARRIVAL PROCESSING 

Customs: Honduras Customs is in compliance with the pre-
arrival processing requirements of the draft WTO Agreement 
on Trade Facilitation. Prior to arrival of the goods, traders can 
send the declaration and the manifest using DEI’s [customs’] 
automated system, SARAH. In effect, interviewees said that 
these mechanisms work well, and e-filing is only a problem 
when the SARAH system is not operating, which happens a few 
times a week when the servers are taxed beyond their 
capacity. In general, the trade community has no complaints in 
the area of pre-arrival processing for customs. However, 
courier companies requested that the consolidated manifest be 
added to the documents that can be sent electronically prior to 
arrival.  

Other Major Border Agencies: Pre-arrival processing is not 
currently available for Agriculture and Health agencies. There is 
hope that this will eventually be possible with the new Single 
Window, however, the trade community sees this as an urgent 
need which should be addressed promptly regardless of the 
status of the Single Window process.  

7 TRANSIT GUARANTEE SYSTEMS 

According to Article 29 of Resolution 65–2001 of the Council of Ministers of the Economy of Central 
America, the mode of transportation is given in pledge as guarantee of the Customs duties and taxes in 
the case of transit operations when moving goods between Customs territories within the region. 
When discussing transit guarantees with the private sector, including transportation companies, they 
indicated that the system worked and they had no major concerns in this area. The did say that they 
preferred other guarantee options, and that there currently is a regional effort to reform the transit 
guarantee system in CAUCA to allow for the option of filing a global bond instead of the pledge. All 
countries in the region have approved the reform with the exception of Nicaragua. However, we found 
no major issues in this area. 

FINDINGS OUTSIDE THE PTF CATEGORIES 

1. TRANSPARENCY 

A topic that arose frequently in conversations with public and private actors was the issue of 
transparency, and the related concern that corruption seems to permeate all Customs operations. 
Without exception, each of the interviewees referred to the problems with discretionary powers of 
Customs (and health, agriculture, and security) officers at points of entry. They indicated that Customs 
officers use the automated system, Fines Manual, laws, and regulations to extort money from the private 
sector. On the other hand, the private sector said they were used to facilitating trade using side 
unofficial payments and that in most cases they would rather pay these than have their goods stopped at 
the ports. A few interviewees said that if anyone dares to report illegal activities by a Customs inspector 

Pre-Arrival 
Processing  

“Each Member shall adopt or 
maintain procedures allowing 
for the submission of import 
documentation, [manifests] 
and other required 
information [to customs and 
other relevant border 
agencies] in order to begin 
processing [and examination] 
prior to the arrival of goods 
with a view to expediting the 
[clearance and] release of 
goods upon arrival…” 



PARTNERSHIP FOR TRADE FACILITATION: HONDURAS NEEDS ASSESSMENT 15 

at the ports, the company risks retribution and additional 
problems for any future shipments. The team heard stories of 
firms that receive calls from the Customs officers at the ports 
saying that their declaration had received a non-inspection 
required approval from the SARAH system, but if they did not 
make a payment, the officer would override the system and 
order inspection, thereby delaying the clearance of the goods. 
However, when meeting with Customs, the team verified that 
officers at the point of entry have neither the power nor 
access to override a red to green or vice-versa. Generally 
speaking, the lack of information, clarity and transparency is a 
breeding ground for corruption.  

Finally, while there does exist both a Honduran and a regional 
code of ethics, these documents have no real punitive 
measures and thus do not deter corrupt actions. The team 
feels that this problem is of top priority for trade facilitation in 
Honduras and it needs urgent assistance. 

2. CUSTOMS PROCEDURES  

During our interviews, it became clear that Customs is in need 
of an operation manual that documents Customs procedures, 
brings transparency to all of its operations, and serves to 
harmonize operations across all points of entry. In some cases, 
Customs lacks necessary processes, such as is the case for 
verifications of origin, verifications of value and management of advanced rulings. In others, Customs 
applies ad-hoc and un-documented processes, thereby allowing officers the discretion to apply rules as 
they deem convenient. In other cases, processes are outdated, unclear and redundant. Both public and 
private sector interviewees agreed that Honduras Customs and trade in general would benefit greatly 
from a thorough review of Customs processes for the purpose of streamlining, making them more 
efficient, and reducing opportunities for corruption.  

3. RISK MANAGEMENT 

Customs needs a better risk management methodology. They currently use a methodology received 
from SIECA in 2008 which only covers the information obtained from Customs declarations. The WCO 
recommends a broader risk management methodology taking data from cargo manifests, as well as from 
other documents. Customs has expressed an interest in developing a new methodology, and in receiving 
technical assistance on risk management as well as manuals or documentation. They would also like to 
develop better risk defining criteria that is documented, transparent, and systematic.  

4. TRAINING 

All interviewees agreed that training on Customs and trade issues is essential and badly needed in all 
sectors. The private sector complains that Customs rarely applies the same criteria to the same issue 
and they feel that if there was consistent and clear training across all points of entry, there would be less 
corruption and more security in the system. On the side of the private sector, they are gravely 
misinformed about the essential operations of Customs, the powers of Customs officers, their rights 
and obligations, the requirements of new initiatives (such as AEO) and their role in the promotion of 

Extortion: Unofficial 
Tax  

“Prices are now increasing; 
sometimes we have to pay up 
to US$3,000 per container to 
avoid unnecessary health, 
agriculture and customs 
inspections”  

--Source: Private Sector 
Interviewee 

“Officers at the ports cannot 
override the automated 
system, but importers do not 
know that and choose to pay 
when extorted instead of 
reporting them to DEI.”  
--Source: DEI Interviewee 
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trade facilitation and modernization efforts. From the interviews, we determined that the private sector 
is not active at all in the promotion of change, and seem to accept the status quo, including corruption – 
which they have learned to accept as a price of doing business. The private sector gravely needs to be 
made aware of the cost to them and the country of continuing to remain on the sidelines. To do so, 
they need to be better trained on both trade facilitation topics and on policy reform advocacy.  

5. PUBLIC-PRIVATE OUTREACH AND DIALOGUE 

As mentioned above, cooperation between the public and private sectors in the area of trade facilitation 
was entrusted in August of 2011 to the public-private 
partnership COMPREMSA. COPREMSA is a second generation 
public-private partnership that was created following the failure 
of CEIMSA due to allegations of corruption and ineffective 
efforts to modernize Customs. COPREMSA, unfortunately has 
5 members of which only one is a member of the private sector  

COPREMSA has the authority to visit Customs offices and 
verify compliance with Customs laws and regulations, and is in 
charge of evaluating processes, systems, procedures, and can 
propose reform projects. However, according to our 
interviews, COPREMSA has not had a strong start. The high 
rank of its members -- and the lack of designated working-level 
representatives -- means that it has been extremely difficult to 
convene meetings. In addition, there is little faith from the 
private sector that COMPRESA will actually represent their 
interests, given their small participation in the commission. Although it is new, interviews revealed the 
general expectation that it will fail, as was the case with CEIMSA. 

6. AUTHORIZED ECONOMIC OPERATOR PROGRAM 

The whole region is working towards the 
implementation of the AEO. Guatemala, El Salvador 
and Costa Rica have made small advancements in 
the implementation of the AEO, but Honduras lags 
far behind. The public and private sectors have been 
briefed on the AEO initiative, including as recently as 
February 2012 in workshops held by the U.S. 
Department of Commerce and in work done by the 
WCO and the IDB, but in general, they are very 
unclear about the details of the program. They do 
not know what the requirements will be to certify a 
company, what will be the true benefits and finally, 
how much it will cost a company to obtain AEO 
certification. Some Chambers of Commerce have heard that the AEO will be cost free, while other have 
been told there will be significant inspection costs to assess the full chain. In addition, many actors have 
concerns regarding homologation and mutual recognition of AEO certification within the region. In 
addition, companies that do not trade with the United States are not yet clear that there would be 
significant value added to becoming the an AEO. In summary, there are many questions and a lot of 
work remains to be done to promote the AEO and inform all sectors of the details of the program. 

“We don’t really think 
COPREMSA will accomplish 
anything. Just note that DEI is 
not even part of its members! 
As for the private sector, we 
only have one representative 
there from COHEP who 
knows nothing of our 
problems with customs.”  

Source: Private Sector 
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7. SINGLE WINDOW 

As with most of Central America, there is very little coordination of procedures between the agencies 
that are present at the points of import or exports. In this regard, the private sector believes that the 
establishment of the Single Window for Imports and Exports will benefit the whole trade system by 
saving time and costs and promoting inter-agency collaboration. 

Accordingly, with funding from the IDB, DEI together with the Ministry of Industry and Trade are 
implementing a Single Window for Imports. They believe that the Single Window will help to make 
processes more efficient, in particular those related to permits or authorizations issued by the Ministries 
of Health and SENASA, given that these two institutions lack robust automated systems and efficient 
processes to issue permits. Single Windows have had positive effects on trade, but the experience of 
neighbors such as Mexico, is that it takes time, money and a lot of effort to implement them. Honduras 
still has a lot of work to do to make this a reality including re-engineering processes to make them more 
efficient, training staff, developing a stable e-payments system, among others.  

8. SARAH  

The country is benefiting from the 
implementation of SARAH, a new 
automated Customs system. The private 
sector is generally pleased, but pointed 
out that the system seems to go offline 
rather frequently. They said that the 
week prior to our visit, the system had 
been down for three days. However, 
representatives of DEI indicated that 
this was not the case, and that while the 
system is saturated, it is only slow 
sometimes, but never offline. DEI staff 
said they had a lot of support from the IDB to continue developing SARAH, that they had recently 
purchased more servers, and that this was not a priority area for them.  

9. LABORATORIES 

The Honduran Customs, Health and Agriculture laboratories are in terrible condition. They lack 
modern equipment, new processes, sufficient staff and strong infrastructure. These elements have a 
strong impact on delays in clearance times and the costs of imports. We understand that Customs can 
take more than nine months to issue a decision on the nature and classification of an item newly 
imported into the country. During this time, the importer must post a bond and freeze the amount 
equivalent to potential Customs duties in the bank guaranteeing the bond. On the side of health and 
agriculture, we understand that Honduras has a laboratory currently under the administration of OIRSA 
(Laboratorio Nacional de Analisis de Residuos), but that it also needs funding.  
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POTENTIAL SUPPORT AREAS 
As agreed with the USAID Regional Mission for Central America (GCAP), we will present the final 
scopes of work for Honduras once USAID Washington, USAID/GCAP and USAID/Honduras have had 
the opportunity to review this report and discuss its findings. As a first step to identifying areas of 
potential USAID intervention, this report presents several potential support areas, both for the PTF 
focus areas and for regional and country trade facilitation more broadly. They are presented below.   

THE PTF AREAS 

1. APPEALS  

Help to develop the Customs Appeals Court provided for in CAUCA and RECAUCA, using other 
Courts of the region as models. The project would help to: 

a. Draft implementing and procedural legislation 
b. Develop process maps and manuals 
c. Write easy-to-use forms for appellants  
d. Develop case management software using any of the USAID models  
e. Develop a website for the Court with a section for publication of decisions 
f. Donate equipment if possible 
g. Define infrastructure needs and help to find suitable infrastructure  
h. Define staffing and skill sets of members of the Court and other staff 
i. Help to screen staff 
j. Train members of the Court in their new roles and processes 
k. Develop a public awareness campaign 
l. Help to build linkages between the Court and other similar entities worldwide 
m. Assist in building linkages with WCO to help with technical criteria 
n. Create easy-to-use forms and an educational campaign to help traders understand how to 

file appeals with OCA.  

2. ADVANCED RULINGS  

Develop a campaign to educate the private sector about the trade facilitation tools available to them, 
including information on how to utilize Advanced Rulings. In addition, work would include helping 
Customs to develop process manuals for managing AR. The project would help to: 

a. Draft AR implementing legislation. 
b. Develop Customs processes, manuals and training to manager AR. 
c. Write easy-to-use forms for importers (could use El Salvador Customs forms as models).  
d. Train Customs staff.  
e. Develop a marketing campaign to encourage the private sector to use AR. 
f. Develop an awareness campaign to help Customs staff at the points of entry understand AR 

and their binding nature. 
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3. INTERNET PUBLICATION 

Regarding the work the IDB is doing in Honduras to develop a single window a USAID-funded project 
could help the process by sorting the trade-related laws, rules and regulations from DEI and OCAs, and 
develop a portal that would contain easy to access information about all the import and export 
procedures and requirements, including any available forms. The research showed that IDB is not 
currently working on this part of the Single Window development, so this could tie into their plans, and 
it would be recommended that it be done in support of IDB work in this area. Specifically, a project 
could: 

a. Work with the IDB to understand the designs for Single Window and help find, categorize 
and organize trade related requirements and forms that would be fed into a portal for easy 
access by traders to all the trade related requirements.  

b. The project can use some of the information already contained in USAID’s Honduras 
Importers Guide developed by the CAFTA-DR Regional Project. This publication should 
also clarify border officers’ powers during inspection and the extent of their power during 
the selectivity process.  

c. Discuss the content with public and private sector groups, and publish online. Follow-up 
with a campaign to educate the private sector on the content and location of the site. 

Separately, a project could look into developing an “anonymous tip” software and launch it online 
(define the best place for this website tool). Train staff on the receiving end on the process to follow 
using existing legislation such as the Code of Ethics. 

4. FINES 

A potential project could help Honduras by: 

a. Helping local attorneys who specialize in the topic of legality of actions of the Executive 
Branch to complete an objective study of the legality of the Fines Manual. 

b. Helping the private sector to know and understand the report, and help them to define any 
actions if found to be necessary. 

c. Studying the fines of the Fines Manual and, using international comparisons, making 
recommendations for modification if necessary. In addition, a project should work with 
companies and importers to help them be more compliant with customs laws and 
regulations in order to avoid fines.  

BEYOND THE PTF AREAS  

Outside of the Partnership for Trade Facilitation focus areas, Honduras could benefit from assistance in 
the following areas related to trade facilitation.  

1. REENGINEER CUSTOMS PROCESSES 

Customs would benefit from undergoing a complete evaluation of its processes. This work would have a 
direct impact on the issue of transparency and corruption at Customs. A process reengineering would 
focus on reducing the opportunities for corruption by bringing transparency to the process, adding 
automation and eliminating redundancies. The work would require an in-depth understanding of the 
current system and should produce process maps of all Customs procedures as they exist. It would also 
involve proposing new streamlined processes; developing processes where necessary (such as for the 
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verification of origin for example) with relevant manuals; training staff accordingly; and compiling the 
data in an operations manual for Customs. This work could support the IDB’s Single Window work. We 
understand that the IDB project does not have within its scope of work the reengineering of processes, 
which should precede the automation that is envisioned under the IDB Single Window work. 
Automating inefficient processes that need to be streamlined is not an improvement; following the 
automation, the processes will still need to be streamlined, and new electronic interfaces and processes 
then need to be generated.  

2. RISK MANAGEMENT 

Customs needs a better risk management methodology. They are currently using a methodology 
donated by SIECA in 2008, which only covers using the data obtained from the Customs declaration. 
The WCO recommends a broader risk management methodology taking data from cargo manifests, as 
well as other documents. Customs has expressed interest in developing a new methodology, training, 
and manuals. They would also like to develop a better set of risk defining criteria that can be 
documented, transparent, and systematic.  

3. TRAINING 

All interviewees agreed that training on Customs and trade issues is essential and badly needed across 
all sectors. We believe that Honduras and other countries in the region would benefit from the 
development of a virtual training system with e-modules that can remain in place regardless of staff 
rotation (similar to the e-training provided by the WCO) and that can be accessed by the public and the 
private sector. Since this is a regional initiative, we will expand more on this in the regional report.  

4. SUPPORT PUBLIC PRIVATE DIALOGUE:  

In order to improve the public-private dialogue, a project should focus on identifying the participants of 
the private sector who are currently actively leading the discussion of modernization efforts, such as the 
Association of Customs Brokers. Then, a project could foster ongoing private sector discussions around 
trade facilitation topics, using as a platform the entities already in place (i.e. not creating new 
commissions or committees). Once this has been accomplished, the group could prepare lists of topics 
and issues to be addressed with COHEP, who is also from the private sector, and currently only 
member of COPREMSA. The idea would be to support the flow of communication, ideas and 
suggestions from the private sector to its member COHEP, so they are represented in the public-
private dialogue.  

5. AUTHORIZED ECONOMIC OPERATOR 

DEI is in the process of educating the private sector about AEO. They now need technical assistance to 
help them implement AEO processes inside Customs. Honduras has some minimal support from IDB 
but requires additional resources. Work could include funding from USAID that would allow the WCO 
to continue to provide training and to build the departments that can implement the AEO.  
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6. STRENGTHEN THE SARAH SYSTEM 

The work would include studying the system reports to clarify the number, frequency and duration of 
blackouts; identifying possible causes; and proposing solutions. It is important to note, however, that 
while the private sector placed a lot of emphasis on this issue, DEI staff said it was not necessarily a 
priority as an area of USAID assistance given that they are already addressing the problem and might 
receive some support from the IDB via their Puerto Cortes program.  
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ANNEXES 
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ANNEX 1: BRIEFING FOR USAID/HONDURAS MARCH 2012 
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ANNEX 2: ADVANCE RULINGS PROCEDURES 
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ANNEX 3: FINES MANUAL 
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ANNEX 4: DOCUMENTS REVIEWED PRIOR TO DEPLOYMENT 

Before deployment the team reviewed the following documents:  

 USAID / Centroamérica, “Evaluation of the Regional and Bilateral Programs to Support Trade 
Compliance under CAFTA-DR-DR / Final Report”, August 2011. 

 United Nations Conference on Trade and Development / UNCTAD, “Honduras: 
Facilitación del Comercio en la OMC y Reformas de Mayor Alcance”, March 2007. 

 Presentation “Necesidades y Prioridades para la Aplicación de una Acuerdo de la OMC sobre 
Facilitación del Comercio”, December 2007. 

 USAID / Regional Program for CAFTA-DR-DR, “Diagnóstico y Recomendaciones para la 
Consolidación Institucional de la Comisión de Facilitación de Comercio Exterior Centroamericana 
(COFACECA)”. June 2009. 

 Notes from the Workshop, “Desarrollando una Ventaja Competitiva en el Mercado Actual: 
Modernización de Aduanas y Gestión de Fronteras”, February 2012. 

 World Trade Organization, “Honduras -Trade Policy Review”, 2010. 
 World Trade Organization, various trade documents. 
 Regional Customs Legislation: Central American Unified Customs Code and its 

Regulation (CAUCA, RECAUCA) and CAFTA-DR provisions. 
 Customs Law, Law on Transparency and Access to Information, Code of Conduct and 

Ethics of the Public Officer. 

It is important to note that although UNCTAD facilitated Honduras’s WTO self-assessment in 2007 
there is no final report of findings. The only available information consists of the Power Point 
presentation made outlining the information they gathered (mentioned above). However, the 
information obtained from the 2010 WTO Trade Policy review, the USAID Regional Customs project 
reports and the Customs workshop of February 2012 helped to provide relevant and more up-to-date 
information on Honduras’s trade facilitation needs and implementation capacity.  
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ANNEX 5: MEETINGS HELD  

The team met with representatives from the public and private sector, as well as a representative from 
the Inter-American Development Bank, as follows: 

Public Sector 

 Direccion de Impuestos Internos (Customs) 
o Raul Ardon, Assistant to the Director 
o Edwin Garcia, Customs Automated System (SARAH) 
o Max Aguiluz, Treaties 
o Xiomara Morales, Customs Risk 
o Marta Zamora, Customs Risk 

 Secretaria de Industria y Comercio (Secretary of Industry and Commerce) 
o Geronima Urbina, Director of Commercial Policies 
o Berta Bustillos, Export Single Window 
o Josue, IT Systems 

 Secretaria de Agricultura (Secretary of Agriculture) 
o Marco Polo Michelletti, Director National Committee on SPS Measures 

Private Sector 

 Cámara de Comercio e Industria de Tegucigalpa (Chamber of Commerce) 
 Federación Nacional de Agentes de Aduana de Honduras (FENADUANAH) (Customs Brokers) 
 Cámara de Comercio Hondureña Americana (AmCham) 
 Asociación Hondureña de Agencias de Carga y Logística Internacional (Freight Forwarders) 
 Camara Hondureña de la Empresa Privada (COHEP) 
 Corporacion Flores (Toyota) 
 UPS 
 Seaboard  
 Industrial de Velas 
 Agencia Aduanera Vargas 
 IS Logistic 

Donors 

 Inter-American Development Bank 


