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About the paper 

This report helps small businesses comply with trade rules when selling goods through e-commerce to the 
European Union and the United States. It addresses related import conditions and the role of customs 
authorities in collecting duties for e-commerce. In addition, the report covers the importance of correctly 
accounting for and paying indirect taxes. It also explains the new procedures that the European Union is 
introducing from July 2021 implying new obligations for sellers and marketplaces. 
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Foreword 

If e-commerce was not previously a priority for many micro, small and medium-sized enterprises around the 
world, the COVID-19 pandemic dramatically changed that. Firms that were unprepared for online sales faced 
a stark choice: watch sales dry up or innovate quickly. 

At the International Trade Centre, we have been heartened by the many stories of resilience, with a number 
of entrepreneurs in developing countries making that switch to e-commerce as a means of making sales. 
This has allowed many to survive, and quite a few to thrive.  

This report stems from our work supporting women entrepreneurs and business owners in Central America, 
many of whom look to the United States and Europe to capture demand and better prices through 
e-commerce. We offer our insights from this work, so that a wider range of small enterprises understand how 
to comply with trade rules when selling goods through e-commerce channels to Europe or the United States. 
With changing rules and regulations, small enterprises need to be aware and anticipate any new 
requirements.  

Yet even success stories can be fragile. As small businesses build an international clientele via e-commerce, 
they may grow more quickly than their capability to manage compliance in different markets. Getting it wrong 
can lead to significant fines or closure of international operations.   

This is where the benefits of trade facilitation can be most directly experienced: ensuring that small 
enterprises are not barred or discouraged from taking part in international trade through a lack of 
understanding and application of the appropriate procedures.  

Increasingly, we see the power of networks – and the value that small enterprises place on learning from 
their peers. We hope that these insights from our own networks are useful to a wider audience, and we can 
continue to broaden exchanges among peers, as we have seen in our ecomconnect.org platform. 

We stand ready to work with all small businesses and to share our learning for the benefit of future 
e-commerce champions from developing countries. 

 

 
Pamela Coke-Hamilton 
Executive Director 
International Trade Centre 

  



E-commerce at the Border 

iv 

Acknowledgements 

Famke Schaap, Independent Trade and Impact Adviser, wrote this paper under the supervision of James 
Howe and Judith Ueberschaer from the International Trade Centre (ITC) e-commerce team. 

Thanks are due to Rajesh Aggarwal (Chief, Trade Facilitation and Policy for Business, ITC) for reviewing the 
paper; Natalie Domeisen and Anne Griffin (both ITC), who oversaw the editing and production process; 
Jennifer Freedman, who edited the report; Franco Iacovino (ITC), who provided graphic support; and Serge 
Adeagbo (ITC), who provided graphic and printing support. Thanks also to Nicola Chadwick, who assisted 
in the preliminary editing. 

This report was written as part of the project Linking Central American Women Business Enterprises with 
the Global Gifts and Home Decoration Market. This project, funded by the European Union and implemented 
by ITC in collaboration with the Secretariat for Central American Economic Integration, seeks to help women-
led businesses in Central America sell their products online to customers in the European Union and the 
United States. 

  



 Understanding customs and indirect taxes for United States and European Union markets 

v 

Contents 

Foreword iii 
Acknowledgements iv 
Acronyms vii 
Executive summary viii 

Chapter 1  Online sellers need predictable and clear rules 1 

Chapter 2  Implications of goods crossing borders 3 

What is the customs process? 3 
How to select the right delivery model 4 

Shipping from own stock and dealing with trade compliance in-house 5 
Shipping from own stock and outsourcing trade compliance 5 
Shipping in bulk to a warehouse and outsourcing trade compliance 6 
Establishing a local presence in the target market 6 

Logistics providers help online sellers meet trade rules 7 
Incoterms define responsibilities in cross-border e-commerce 8 
Determining the amount of customs duties to be paid 8 

Classification of goods: The starting point 9 
Determining the applicable tariff rate 9 
Ensuring the correct customs value 10 
Determining if a preferential tariff can be applied 11 
Meeting origin conditions to take advantage of preferential tariffs 12 
Taking advantage of exemptions for low-value-goods 14 
Case study – calculating duties on Guatemalan purses delivered to a German buyer 15 

Chapter 3  Understanding consumption taxes 17 

End consumers usually pay indirect taxes 17 
Consumption tax systems differ 17 

Three different types of tax rates 17 
The value-added tax system in the European Union 18 

Who pays value-added tax on imports? 18 
What else will change from July 2021? 19 
Who must register to pay import VAT in the European Union? 19 
Where to pay value-added tax? 20 
How to pay value-added tax? 20 
How much tax to pay? 21 



E-commerce at the Border 

vi 

The sales tax system in the United States 21 
Who must register to pay sales tax? 21 
Where to pay sales tax? 21 
How to pay sales tax? 21 
How much sales tax to pay? 21 
What exemptions are available? 22 

Case study – calculating VAT on Guatemalan purses shipped to Germany 23 

Recommendations for sellers 25 

References 26 

 

 

Figures, Tables, Boxes 
 
Figure 1 The six-step customs process 3 
Figure 2 E-commerce sellers must meet customs requirements 4 
Figure 3 Tennessee and Louisiana have the highest sales tax rates 22 
 
Table 1 Traders can choose from different online delivery models 4 
Table 2 Overview of de minimis thresholds in three countries 14 
Table 3 Steps to calculate customs duties 15 
Table 4 Steps to calculate value-added taxes and customs duties 24 
 
Box 1 Classifying products in the European Union and United States 10 
Box 2 Customs valuation of a handbag exported from Honduras to Germany 10 
Box 3 Free trade agreements in Central America 11 
Box 4 Understanding the origin conditions to benefit from preferential tariffs 13 

  

预览已结束，完整报告链接和二维码如下：
https://www.yunbaogao.cn/report/index/report?reportId=5_22791


