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 OVERVIEW 
 AEO is a programme under the aegis of the World Customs Organization (WCO) SAFE Framework of Standards to secure 

and facilitate Global Trade. The programme aims to enhance international supply chain security and facilitate movement of 
legitimate goods.  

 AEO encompasses various players in the International supply chain. Under this programme, an entity engaged in 
international trade is approved by Customs as compliant with supply chain security standards and granted AEO status & 
certain benefits. 

 AEO is a voluntary programme. It enables Indian Customs to enhance and streamline cargo security through close 
cooperation with the principle stakeholders of the international supply chain viz. importers, exporters, logistics providers, 
custodians or terminal operators, custom brokers and warehouse operators. The Circular 33/2016 – Customs dated 
22.07.2016 provides the statutory framework for the AEO programme. 

  BACKGROUND 
 Prior to adoption of the SAFE Framework by WCO in 2005, Customs administrations all over the world, including India, were 

already implementing various forms of Customs compliance programmes which focused on compliance with traditional 
areas of Customs requirements, and which can also be considered as trade facilitation programmes, based on the Revised 
Kyoto Convention’s “authorized persons” provisions. In India, this programme was known as Accredited Client Programme 
(ACP) vide Notification No.42/2005-Cus dated 24.11.2005 to provide facilitation to ACP clients subject to their fulfillment of 
the prescribed eligibility criteria.  

 Over the years, AEO has become a flagship programme for WCO Members as it offers an opportunity for Customs to share 
its responsibilities with the businesses, while at the same time rewarding them with a number of additional benefits. As of 
March, 2015, 168 out of 180 WCO Members have signed Letters of Intent committing to implement the SAFE Framework. In 
India, the AEO programme was launched in 2011 on pilot basis vide Circular No 37/2011-Cus., dated 23.08.2011 and rolled 
out in full fledged manner vide Circular No. 28/2012-Customs dated 16.11.2012. 

 Article 7.7 (Trade Facilitation Measures for Authorized Operators) of the WTO Trade Facilitation Agreement (TFA) also 
provides for implementation of “Authorized Operator” scheme on the basis of international standards, where such 
standards exist. 

 In the light of these international developments, as well as in view of the focus of the Government of India on “Ease of 
Doing Business”, Central Board of Excise & Customs has developed a comprehensive unified trade facilitation programme 
by incorporating the existing ACP scheme and ongoing AEO programme into a revised AEO programme vide Circular No. 
33/2016-Customs, dated 22.07.2016 providing additional facilities to the legitimate trade who have demonstrated strong 
internal control system and willingness to comply with the laws administered by the Central Board of Excise and Customs.  

 The objective of the revised AEO Programme shall continue to remain same as earlier, that is, to provide businesses with an 
internationally recognized quality mark which will indicate their secure role in the international supply chain and that their 
Customs procedures are efficient and compliant. An entity with an AEO status can, therefore, be considered a 'secure' 
trader and a reliable trading partner. 

 There are multiple tiers of certification in the new AEO Programme. 

 For importers and exporters there are three tiers providing varying levels of benefits: 

 AEO T1 – VERIFIED ON THE BASIS OF DOCUMENT SUBMISSION ONLY 

 AEO T2 –  IN ADDITION TO DOCUMENT VERIFICATION, ONSITE VERFICATION IS DONE 

 AEO T3 – FOR AEO T2 HOLDERS WHO HAVE ENJOYED THE STATUS FOR 2 YEARS ONLY ON THE BASIS OF DOCUMENT 
VERIFICATION AND FOR AEO T2 HOLDERS WHO HAS NOT ENJOYED THE STATUS CONTINOUSLY OR HAS INTRODUCED MAJOR 
CHANGES IN BUSSINESS THE APPLICANT IS SUBJECTED TO PHYSICAL VERIFICATION 

 For logistics providers, custodians or terminal operators, custom brokers and warehouse operators there is only one tier: 

 AEO LO - IN ADDITION TO DOCUMENT VERIFICATION, ONSITE VERFICATION IS DONE 
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 PROCESS 
 The program uses a ‘trust but verify’ approach with the trade community. To apply to the programme, a prospective AEO 

certificate holder submits basic company information and a security profile as per the annexure in the circular. The AEO 
team checks on the company in its general compliance, legal compliance, management of commercial and transport 
records, financial solvency, safety and evaluates safety and security with respect to procedural security, premises 
security, cargo security, conveyance security, personnel security, business partner security and security training and 
threat awareness. The AEO specialists conduct onsite visit of domestic facilities to confirm the security practices are in 
place and operational in case of higher certification levels. The efficient and compliant businesses are certified into the 
programme. 

 The Circular 33/2016-Customs, dated 22.07.2016 codifies the AEO Programme and establishes certain time sensitive 
mandates such as reviewing and certifying AEO T1 within 30 days of submission of information and/ or documents; 
conducting on site verification for AEO T2 and AEO LO within 90 days of the information and documents provided; 
preparation of reports with recommendation to the AEO Programme Manager within 60 days of completion of onsite 
verifications.  

  BENEFITS 
 Through this initiative, Indian Customs asks businesses to ensure the integrity of their security practices, and 

communicate and verify the security guidelines of their business partners within the supply chain. In exchange, Indian 
Customs affords its AEO members with certain benefits, including: 

  1. Inclusion of Direct Port Delivery of imports to ensure just-in-time inventory management by 
       manufacturers – clearance from wharf to warehouse for AEO T1, T2 and T3. 

  2. Inclusion of Direct Port Entry for factory stuffed containers meant for export by AEOs for AEO T1, 
      T2 AND T3. 

  3. Provision of Deferred Payment of duties – delinking duty payment and Customs clearance for 
        AEO  T2 and AEO T3 

  4. Benefits of Mutual Recognition Agreements with other Customs Administrations for AEO T2 and 
        AEO T3. 

  5. Faster disbursal of drawback amount  

  6. Fast tracking of refunds and adjudications  

  7. Extension of facilitation to exports in addition to imports depending on the tier of certification. 

  8. Self-certified copies of FTA / PTA origin related or any other certificates required for clearance 
      would be accepted  

  9. Request based on-site inspection /examination  

  10. Paperless declarations with no supporting documents  

  11. Recognition by Partner Government Agencies and other Stakeholders as part of this programme 

  NEXT STEP 
 In accordance with the World Customs Organization Framework of Standards to Secure and Facilitate Global Trade, Indian 

Customs has collaborated with several foreign customs administrations to align with their Authorized Economic Operator 
Programmes, which effectively allows Indian Customs to internationalize the core principles of the program and provide 
benefits to Indian trade at the international level. Indian Customs has signed two Mutual Recognition Agreements with 
the Customs Administrations of South Korea and Hongkong. Future MRAs are in works with United States of America, 
Taiwan, Malaysia and Singapore. 

 Indian Customs is working with other Indian Government agencies involved in import/ export to enhance the scope of 
benefits for AEO members. They also continue to identify opportunities to increase efficiency and reduce redundancy 
within the programme to ultimately make the programme a huge success. 
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