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This paper aims to improve knowledge about the role that logistics service providers (LSPs) play 
in the utilization of Free Trade Agreements (FTAs) by exporters.1

The option for the importer/exporter to make use of LSP services for interactions with customs 
authorities is deeply rooted in the European customs legislation and confirmed on a global 
scale in the World Customs Organization’s (WCO) Revised Kyoto Convention.2 A WCO study 
report (2016) showed that 96% of the WCO member states have LSPs who act on behalf of 
traders. While most LSPs are active in import related matters, almost all countries allow LSPs 
also to file export declarations and other information with customs and to liaise with government 
agencies for licenses, permits and other export requirements. 

Multiple studies document certain aspects of LSPs in the trading process, but their role in the 
utilization of FTAs is scarcely documented. We did not find a preceding attempt in the literature 
that accentuates the role of LSPs from their own point of view. Academics, and certainly 
governmental organizations, tend to focus mostly on the traders. This seems natural, as the 
exporter and the importer have the final say on how they conduct their business and make the 
final decision to use an FTA and thus benefit from a preferential regime, or not. 

However, a too narrow focus on the exporter and the importer ignores the fact that many traders 
outsource parts of the logistics process or seek external know-how and advice. This is definitely 
true for matters as complex as customs procedures and Free Trade Agreements, where the 
LSP is not just filing export declarations but increasingly taking up a consultancy role. It can 
therefore be assumed that many traders decide to use FTAs based on information provided and 
support offered by their LSP.

It is even more surprising that the role of LSPs in the utilization of FTAs is never investigated given 
the potential benefit of multiplication. One logistics service provider may advise dozens or even 
hundreds of companies exporting to countries with whom FTAs are in place. Convincing one LSP 
to structurally inform clients can substitute, or complement, the effort by trade promotion 
agencies to inform dozens or hundreds of individual exporters. The fact that SMEs are more likely 
to turn towards LSPs, and that such SMEs generally are less informed about FTAs makes the case 
all the stronger. 

This study starts with an executive summary and continues by providing an overview of the 
methodology and its limitations. Then, an introduction aims to distinguish the different types of 
LSPs that are discussed in the paper and to illustrate the broader role of such LSPs in 
international trade. 

Subsequently, we start our focus on the role of LSP in the utilization of FTAs by exposing the 
indirect evidence that was gathered by surveying traders in Belgium, Sweden and Switzerland, 
before giving a direct voice to the LSPs themselves.
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1 Logistics service provider is a common term in Belgium and is used throughout this paper as a broad definition. It covers companies 
that offer services related to freight forwarding and/or customs brokerage and/or more logistical aspects such as warehousing. 
This to circumvent the risk of talking about ‘freight forwarders’ on one hand and ‘customs brokers’ on the other hand when many 
companies offer both services. This is the case for the two LSPs that are interviewed in depth in this paper, as well as for half of 
the companies (19/38) who participated to the survey. They are a so-called “one-stop-shop”. A minority of freight forwarders in the 
survey indicated that they did not see themselves as customs brokers (13/38) while some customs brokers did not see themselves 
as freight forwarder (6/38).
2 The logistics service provider is defined in this convention as ‘customs broker’, equated with the term ‘customs agent’ and ‘freight forwarder’.

The first aim is to understand whether LSPs already are (unknown) allies of trade promotion 
agencies or other policy makers in lifting the utilization rate of FTAs. This is done by finding out 
whether LSPs structurally inform clients about FTAs or not and what the reason is for (not) 
doing so.

When LSPs structurally inform clients, we investigate the reaction of the clients and the likely 
impact on them actually starting to use preferences. If there is indeed a positive effect, this could 
be a trigger for trade promotion agencies or other policy makers to start or increase collaboration 
with LSPs. In order to make such an effort as efficient as possible, we attempt to understand to 
what extent LSPs can help clients, where their expertise stops and how they see their role in the 
future.

The study ends with 6 lessons learned and policy suggestions before providing a general conclusion.
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Exporters rely strongly on logistics service providers (LSPs), a catch-all term for companies offering various 
logistical solutions, to get their products shipped. They often see customs procedures as a by-product 
associated with the physical shipment of the goods and trust their LSPs to comply with the necessary border 
procedures. In this central role, LSPs could go a step further then just making sure that their clients are 
compliant. LSPs can also enable exporters to get a strategic advantage when crossing borders by helping 
them to use Free Trade Agreements.

About 50% of the surveyed LSPs are structurally informing long-term clients about FTAs, among ad hoc 
clients this share is slightly lower at 40%. The difference between both types of clients was anticipated, 
partly due to the best practice of onboarding meetings during which LSPs gain a deep understanding of the 
trade processes of their long-term clients. The fact that the difference between long-term clients and ad hoc 
clients is relatively small can be attributed to the importance of compliancy for LSPs. The same due diligence 
is needed for ad hoc and long-term clients to provide the certificates and documents that allow the utilization 
of FTAs. 

Only a small number of LSPs in the survey decide to structurally inform (or not) depending on the relationship 
with a client (long-term or ad hoc) or on the export destinations of the client. This is contrasted with the 
decision to structurally inform (or not) based on the specialization of an LSP, which is reflected in how it 
defines itself. Those calling themselves customs agents are far more inclined to structurally inform 
exporters using FTAs than other LSPs.

The reasons why almost half of the LSPs decide not to structurally inform clients are diverse. A recurring 
element however is the low sense of importance or urgency for the exporter. This is reciprocated by the LSP 
who has no monetary incentive, sometimes even the contrary, to push an uninterested exporter to use the 
FTA. Also a lack of knowledge, whether or not due to further outsourcing to specialized LSPs, and a too tight 
deadline which does not leave the time to investigate compliancy may explain why some LSPs do not 
structurally inform exporters.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
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Exporters that are presented with the opportunity to use FTAs generally show an interest in doing so, 
according to LSPs. This shows that such LSPs can be valuable partners for trade promotion agencies, given 
the fact that structurally informing clients about FTAs often leads to helping clients on FTA related issues. 
While many LSPs help at least some of their clients on FTA related matters, the relatively low number of 
LSPs that is structurally informing clients reflects in the limited number of LSPs that help most of their 
clients in using the preferences of FTAs. Encouraging LSPs to structurally inform clients about FTAs might 
therefore result in higher preference utilization rates. 

The simple fact of informing about the existence of FTAs, as about half of the LSPs structurally do, is already 
a tremendous support for exporting companies. Additionally, almost half of the LSPs indicate that they can 
help clients identify what advantages the FTA in question could bring. A minority can provide information on 
the impact that the utilization of FTAs might have, help build a process that should allow exporters to prove 
compliance in case customs audits take place or help calculate the value of originating and non-originating 
content. About 1 out of 5 LSPs indicate that they lack experience and do not provide any FTA related solution 
to their clients whatsoever.

Many LSPs who were confronted with the finding that exporters are eager to use FTAs mark this as an 
interesting signal and as an encouragement to increase awareness about this topic among their clients. This 
is certainly true for LSPs that are currently almost never helping their exporting clients with FTAs. For this 
group, the new Trade & Cooperation Agreement between the European Union and the United Kingdom may 
positively impact their range of solutions on offer.
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METHODOLOGY & LIMITATIONS

We approached Forward Belgium, the umbrella organisation of logistics service providers in Belgium with 
most members based in Flanders and Brussels, and Logistics in Wallonia, the Innovation Cluster dedicated 
to the Transport, Logistics and Mobility sector in Wallonia. The Directors of both organisations, respectively 
Olivier Schoenmaeckers and Bernard Piette, kindly agreed to send an identical survey to 425 logistics 
service providers, of whom 38 responded. The answers to this survey form the bone structure of the study. 
The questions of the survey can be found in Annex 1.

Additionally, both Directors agreed to be interviewed about the role LSPs can play to augment the utilization 
of FTAs by exporters and to comment on the findings of the survey. 

Next, 8 Belgian exporters that rely on LSPs for customs procedures were interviewed about the working 
relationship between them and the LSP. Because of the sensitive nature of their answers, many elements 
were left out the study and the companies remain anonymous. General information about these exporters 
can be found in ‘Sources’, additional information can be obtained by contacting the author of this study. 

Finally, we interviewed two representatives of LSPs based in Belgium. These are Dirk Pottilius, Head 
customs & fiscal representation Belgium of the Ziegler Group, one of the biggest Belgian LSPs with a global 
network of some 154 branches in more than 15 countries and Ronald Baes, Customs Compliance Manager 
at BDP International NV, an LSP with worldwide 138 offices in 136 different countries, headquarters in the 
United States and with a strong presence in Belgium.  

The study and described methodology have several limitations.

First, as mentioned in the preface, this is to our knowledge the first attempt to map the impact that LSPs may 
or may not have on the utilization of FTAs from the point of view of LSPs. The paper can therefore not benefit 
from best practices, nor the advantage of comparison based on literature. 
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Secondly, the correspondents to the survey are a nonrepresentative sample of the population of Belgian 
LSPs. According to the Belgian Ministry of Mobility, about 1,500 Belgian based companies have a license of 
‘transport commissioner’. The survey was sent to 425 LSPs (180 via Forward Belgium, 245 via Logistics in 
Wallonia). The feedback of 38 LSPs (response rate of 8%) must therefore be seen as indicative.

Thirdly, the survey results are based on subjective input and a testimonial of how logistics service providers 
perceive their involvement. Their input may be coloured, their information may be imperfect and, even 
though answers were anonymous, they may have been tempted to give the “desired” answer. LSPs that are 
more likely to work on FTAs might have been more inclined to fill out a survey on this topic than LSPs that 
are not.

Fourthly, LSPs have many clients, each with their own ambitions and demands. It is very unlikely for an LSP 
to indicate that they “always” or “never” help clients with FTAs. An LSP could therefore indicate the share of 
companies they help, for example between 51% and 75%. We then know it is in this margin, but there is an 
important difference between both numbers. A same remark can be made for the questions “What is the 
most common reaction of your clients” and “What share of companies that you help export extra-EU”?

Fifthly, it would be possible to find out whether a logistics service provider made the customs declarations 
when a Free Trade Agreement is used, but we did not have access to such data. However, even if it were the 
case, it would be unclear whether the LSP helped the exporter to make use of the FTA or whether it just 
made the declaration on behalf of the exporter. It becomes even harder to find credible and objective data on 
whether LSPs inform their clients about FTAs, and if they do, to find out what this information consisted of. 

Lastly, this paper only focuses on the role of LSPs in export related utilization of Free Trade Agreements. It 
would also be interesting to map their role when it comes to imports. 
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It is important to note that a logistics service provider is a catch-all term and not every LSP will offer the 
same services to its clients. Many attempts are made to rank LSPs based on their tasks, as illustrated for 
example by Pavlic Skender, H.; Host, A. and Nuhanović M. (2016). Their paper is presenting intermediaries 
such as middlemen, service providers, brokers or companies with a hybrid form, while discussing 
International Freight Forwarders, Third-party Logistics, Fourth-party Logistics and Fifth-party Logistics.   

The logistics service providers that responded to our survey were asked to define themselves as either 
“customs agents”, “freight forwarder / customs agents” or “freight forwarder / logistics provider”. These 
three options were chosen to facilitate a focus on the most relevant aspects of LSPs related to the utilization 
of FTAs, rather than to contribute to the field of structuring LSPs by adding even more definitions.

Among the three options, we included two different types of freight forwarders. This is the case because 
freight forwarders can handle many tasks. According to FIATA, the International Federation of Freight 
Forwarders Associations, freight forwarding and logistic services means “services of any kind relating to the 
carriage, consolidation, storage, handling, packing or distribution of the goods, as well as ancillary and 
advisory services in connection therewith, including but not limited to customs and fiscal matters, declaring 
the goods for official purposes, procuring insurance of the goods and collecting or procuring payment or 
documents relating to the goods.”

Because of this broad definition, respondents to the survey could describe themselves as freight forwarders 
/ customs agents or freight forwarders / logistics providers. While “the line between both types of freight 
forwarders in the survey is by definition blurred”, as Bernard Piette, Managing Director of Logistics in 
Wallonia says, the distinction still sheds a light on how the freight forwarders assess their own priorities, 
and whether this is reflected in their actions related to Free Trade Agreements. Freight forwarders / customs 
agents are expected to be more likely to manage the customs procedures in-house, while freight forwarders 
/ logistics providers are more expected to outsource these matters to specialized customs agencies. 

An LSP that calls itself a pure customs agent, the third included option for participants to our survey, is likely 
to be the most specialized. This type of LSP will generally not offer many other services apart from customs 
related procedures and for this LSP, everything related to Free Trade Agreements is more likely to be part 
of the core business. As mentioned, it is not uncommon for customs agents to count freight forwarders 
among their clients. 

Regardless of the semantical issue discussed so far, Pavlic Skender, H.; Host, A. and Nuhanović M. (2016) 
argue that most companies that trade internationally rely on some kind of logistics service provider because 
these have “[…] the needed expertise, knowledge and skills that focal companies (clients) do not possess.”

INTRODUCTION: LOGISTICS SERVICE 
PROVIDERS & THEIR IMPORTANCE IN 
INTERNATIONAL TRADE
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The study “Belgian exporters & Free Trade Agreements – A good match” by Decoster (2021) of the Belgian 
Foreign Trade Agency, found that many Belgian exporters are indeed working with logistics service providers 
to handle the customs related export formalities. In fact, a survey showed that the number of companies 
handling the export procedures themselves was surpassed by the group of companies that depend on their 
LSP for these kinds of efforts. 

Based on a survey, Kasteng and Almufti (2021) of the National Board of Trade Sweden also found that a great 
majority of Swedish companies makes use of customs brokers when exporting to South Korea (74%). It 
seems that importers use customs brokers to a higher degree than exporters do (86% versus 64%%). Also 
a survey of the Swiss State Secretariat for Economic Affairs SECO (2021) found this high dependence for 
importers when investigating the Preference utilization of Swiss Free Trade Agreements. Out of 122 survey 
participants, 113 mentioned that an LSP does the customs clearance on their behalf.    

The outcomes of these surveys confirm the findings of Medin (2021) of the Norwegian Institute of International 
Affairs. Based on trade transactions data of firms exporting and importing goods to and from Norway 
between 2003 and 2013, Medin showed that two thirds of the Norwegian export declarations and even 95% 
of the import declarations between 2003 and 2013 are broker-handled. While this broker is not always an 
LSP (it may also be intermediaries such as other manufacturers or retailers) and while her paper does not 
explicitly address FTAs, it gives a sense of the magnitude of the role of logistics service providers in 
international trade.

In an unpublished survey carried out by the Belgian Foreign Trade Agency and its partners, 65 Belgian 
exporters answered the question why they are turning towards logistics service providers to assist them 
with customs procedures, including those related to Free Trade Agreements. Two-thirds of the enterprises 
indicated that they outsource non-core tasks. This includes subcontracting the administrative procedure 
relating to the export of their goods. The results of the survey of SECO (2021) showed that Swiss importers 
use LSPs mostly because of a lack of internal resources, appropriate IT systems and know-how. 

Olivier Schoenmaeckers, Director of Forward Belgium, points in the same direction. “There are many 
exporters who do not have the in-house knowledge or capacity to literally ship their goods. The booking of 
containers for example is in most cases outsourced to an LSP. Given the fact that exporters therefore work 
with an LSP anyway, they often show interest in a package deal that would release them not only of the 
shipping, but of all the cumbersome procedures, including customs formalities.” 

Bernard Piette, the Managing Director of Logistics in Wallonia, confirms that outsourcing is often chosen 
because of a low competence of exporters when it comes to the logistics and administrative formalities 
related to export. Based on 250 audits that his organisation made on the logistics processes in Walloon 
companies he says that “In most cases, logistics are not considered as a strategic process. Many 
manufacturing companies make products, prepare pallets and that’s about it.” 
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Ronald Baes, the Customs Compliance Manager of BDP International NV, can only confirm this. “On a daily 
basis we are confronted with customers that might have very little knowledge or experience in these matters. 
Sometimes they cannot provide us the HS code of their goods, it even happens that they don’t know what an 
HS code is, let alone that they know the FTA procedures, the required documents to use FTAs or how to fill 
in such documents.” 

Interviews with a sample of exporters using an LSP for customs formalities go in the same direction. The 
manager of an SME with 16 to 50 employees states “All we do is prepare the goods, provide the invoice with 
the correct HS code, the packing list and that's it. Our logistics service provider takes care of everything else. 
This also means providing the needed customs documents, but that procedure just serves the purpose of 
making sure that the goods arrive on the site of our client on time and undamaged." The CEO of a company 
with 1 to 15 employees goes even further: “We do not do any of the export related matters ourselves. That 
would only bring misery.” 

The feedback from the survey, the in-depth interviews and the anecdotal evidence of interviews with exporters 
suggests that the strong reliance of exporters on LSPs for customs related issues is not necessarily the result 
of a position of strength of LSPs in this field. Rather, customs procedures are often regarded by exporters as a 
by-product of the shipment of goods, instead of a strategic element to improve competitiveness.

It brings this paper on the same footing as similar studies, such as Medin (2021) who shows that “much of 
the broker-handled trade in Norway is cleared by companies in the logistics sector, in particular companies 
whose core activity is organisation of transport, namely freight forwarders.” She also cites other sources, 
such as a survey by Andersen and Eidhammer (2009) that, according to Medin, indicated that “about 10–15% 
of the revenue of freight forwarders handling Norwegian exports came from services other than transport, 
distribution and storage, and that customs handling was the largest component.” 

It is with this mindset that we should look to the role of logistics service providers in the utilization of Free 
Trade Agreement. LSPs can inform their clients about FTAs in general and documents to be filled in (such as 
REX, EUR-1, EUR-MED, Approved Exporter) in detail, but in many cases, an exporter approached its LSP in 
the first place to do what it is best at: making sure that the products reach their destination safely on time. 
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The state of play related to the utilization of Free Trade Agreements is described extensively in the 
introduction or literature review of numerous studies. Among others Keck and Lendle (2012), Albert and 
Nilsson (2016), Jisoo Yi (2016) and Kasteng and Almufti (2021) provide a good overview. This paper limits 
itself here to an overview of the literature where the role of LSPs in the utilization of FTAs is described.   

To our knowledge, the role of logistics service providers in the utilization of FTAs has never been placed in 
the centre. However, coming from close to zero attention in previous years, the subject is suddenly gaining 
traction. Studies by Decoster (2021) on the exporter side, Kasteng and Almufti (2021) on the exporter and 
importer side and SECO (2021) on the importer side all indirectly gauged the importance of LSPs by polling 
traders. 

Decoster (2021) surveyed a group of 112 companies exporting to Egypt, Israel, Morocco, South Africa and 
Mexico who did not mention to “use” or “not use” the FTAs but rather indicated to rely on LSPs for export 
procedures. It turned out that the vast majority (81%) of these exporters did not know whether they were 
making use of an FTA or not. Only 17% was aware that they used an FTA via their LSP, mostly because they 
explicitly instructed their LSP to do so. A mere 2% knew with certainty that their LSP was not using the FTA.

The fact that most of these exporters do not know whether they use FTAs or not is not necessarily because 
they are not interested. On the contrary. 63% (53 out of 84) of the companies reported that they believe it 
would be better for their company if they would use the FTA with help from the LSP while two-thirds (44/66) 
of the companies would probably make use of FTAs if they handled the export procedure themselves. 

Based on these findings, it could be assumed that LSPs are not or barely informing their clients, let alone 
helping them. It is possible however that the polled exporters were not always aware of the role that LSPs 
play, or that exporters that did benefit from information and help from LSPs did not answer the survey 
questions in the category “My company is using LSPs for export procedures” but in the survey category “My 
company is using FTAs”.

Kasteng and Almufti (2021) surveyed 86 Swedish companies exporting to South Korea. The results show that 
no apparent correlation between the use of customs brokers and awareness of the Free Trade Agreement 
among exporters is found. In a similar way, the study does not find major differences in the understanding 
of the rules of origin for exporters depending on whether exporters use customs brokers or not. This goes 
for both considering the rules of origin difficult and considering it difficult to comply with the rules of origin. 
Interestingly, about a quarter of the companies lacking awareness about FTAs argued that this might be due 
to their use of customs brokers.

THE ROLE OF LOGISTICS SERVICE 
PROVIDERS IN THE UTILIZATION OF FTAs 

INDIRECT EVIDENCE GATHERED BY SURVEYING TRADERS SUGGESTS A LIMITED IMPACT



 • THE ROLE OF LOGISTICS SERVICE PROVIDERS IN THE UTILIZATION OF FTAS BY EXPORTERS • 21

The survey of SECO (2021) similarly showed that importers who clear customs themselves tend to be better 
informed about conditions that must be met in order to use Free Trade Agreements (score of 7.5 on 10) 
compared to companies who use an LSP for the customs clearance (score of 5.5 on 10). Some caution is 
advised however, due to the relatively low number of companies (13) that do the customs clearance 
themselves. Moreover, in the survey of SECO (2021) over two thirds of the Swiss importers indicated that 
they use LSP as their primary source of information related to FTAs. This is more than the share of importers 
referring to the dedicated website of the customs administration, consulting business associations or the 
dedicated website of SECO.

Around 60% of the importers surveyed by SECO, who work with an LSP, know whether the FTAs have been 
used or not. However, one third did not know if the FTA has been utilized. This contrasts with the finding of 
Decoster (2021) among exporters. The difference is likely to be related to the fact that utilization of the FTA 
by the importer is immediately observed on the invoice.  

Based on the indirect evidence of these three studies, the use of LSPs seems not to have a major impact on 
the utilization of Free Trade Agreements. Not among exporters, not among importers. 

Kasteng and Almufti (2021) therefore urges to look deeper into the matter and “to identify the role of customs 
brokers, i.e. what they do and what information they provide to their clients when it comes to the existence 
and utilization of tariff preferences [...] As customs brokers tend to reach […] in particular the micro and 
small companies that are difficult to reach by other means, as well as the importers, they might be considered 
for different initiatives to create awareness of the use of tariff preferences.” 

Decoster (2021) argued the same “Considering the importance of LSPs and the information gap on whether 
the shipping agents do or do not export products of their clients under the FTA, this may be a very interesting 
topic for further research. Encouraging LSPs to explain the advantages of FTAs to their clients may be low 
hanging fruit.”

In both cases, the impression is that LSPs are not (yet) having a significant impact on the utilization of FTAs, 
but that it should be possible to create such an impact when LSPs are encouraged to take steps
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Interviews with 8 companies confirm that when exporters have regular shipments to a foreign country, it is 
not uncommon to seek a long-term relationship with one or more LSPs who can assist with the repetitive 
transport, logistical elements and customs clearance issues. 

Most of the interviewed exporters depend on one or sometimes two LSPs (the first for intra-EU trade and the 
second for extra-EU trade for example). Such contracts can last for years. An export manager, active in a 
company with 1 to 15 employees “worked for 8 years at the company, and just continued working with the LSP 
that her predecessor used”.

Dirk Pottilius of the Ziegler Group LSP confirms that 90% of their clients are long-term, often onboarded 
decades ago. “After a while, you build a bond of trust”, he says.

Forward Belgium encourages its members to have an “onboarding” or intake meeting with the exporters 
prior to engaging in a long-term relationship. During those meetings, the LSPs can outline the services on 
offer while the exporter presents its firm and demands. Ideally, and in most cases, the LSP and the client sit 
together annually and revise the processes. “That is at least a best practice we advise to all our members”, 
says Olivier Schoenmaeckers.

Ronald Baes of BDP International NV confirms that such onboarding meetings are essential, certainly for 
bigger clients with complicated product flows. “During such meetings, we investigate the requirement and 
necessities together. It is vital that we as an LSP get to know all the flows, the ins and outs of the products, 
suppliers and clients. By the end of that process, there should be no secrets left between the client and us. 
When the client is onboarded and starts working with us to export to a country where an FTA is in place, 
there is no longer the need to trace back the eligibility for every single shipment. The only thing left for us to 
do is to build in compliance checks.”

With such best practices in mind, the Directors of Forward Belgium and Logistics in Wallonia state that they 
would expect their members to be capable of talking about FTAs in a long-term relationship. “The exporter 
needs to have confidence in the logistics service provider, who becomes an advisor and should say how to 
arrange procedures as efficiently as possible.”, Bernard Piette says. 

“But I suppose”, Olivier Schoenmaeckers continues, “that just as many LSPs simply listen to their customer 
and only provide the required documents to move products from place A to place B.” Bernard Piette has the 
same caveat when he says prudently “I’m not convinced that every service provider takes the time to 
understand the business of the customer.”

THE ROLE OF LOGISTICS SERVICE 
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This is also shown in the survey.

20 out of the 38 logistics service providers structurally inform long-term clients about FTAs during an 
onboarding meeting.3 This shows that a slight majority of LSPs is already a partner of trade promotion 
agencies in increasing the utilization of FTAs. Of these LSPs, 5 give in-depth information including how they 
can be of help to their clients, while 15 limit themselves to a global overview. 

At the same time, the survey shows that 18 of the 38 LSPs are not yet taking up a consultancy role related to 
FTAs that Olivier Schoenmaeckers envisages for his members. “The notion of an LSP turning into a consultant 
is rather new and still growing.”, he says. “Everything related to customs used to be about making 
declarations and asking a fee for each document provided. Over time, the attitude will switch to more added 
value being created beyond the paperwork.”

His statements are in agreement with what the World Customs Organization (2016) is proposing “[…] in line 
with ongoing customs reforms and to further enhance their service delivery, some customs brokers are 
transitioning towards a more comprehensive consultancy and advisory role, rather than being confined to 
merely filing declarations/documents for customs release and clearance.”

Ronald Baes of BDP International NV experienced often enough in his career that the consultancy role is not 
standard in his field of work. “I’ve seen many situations where companies could make use of preferential 
trade but did not take the advantage because they were not advised to do so by their LSP. I remember one of 
my first clients who regularly exported to Ukraine with another LSP was shocked to find out that he had 
never been informed about the FTA this country has with the EU.” 

Among the 18 LSPs not structurally informing clients, 15 say that they would only react based on demands 
from clients, while 3 LSPs claim not to have clients that export to countries with FTAs.

3 A client is referred considered a long-term client in this paper if it engaged in an onboarding meeting.
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Figure 1 - LSPs that structurally inform their long-term clients about FTAs  

(in number of respondents)

Source: BFTA survey, based on data from 38 LSPs
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Both Olivier Schoenmaeckers and Bernard Piette expected that an LSP working for ad hoc clients is not 
offering the same FTA related services as it would provide to long-term clients. “I’m quite certain that LSPs 
give insight to their clients on FTAs in a long-term relationship.”, Bernard Piette points out “But very often, 
and certainly in ad hoc situations, the needed time lacks to comply with the regulations. LSPs are busy today 
solving the problems of yesterday. There is always a sense of urgency.” 

While his LSP tries to structurally inform ad hoc clients, Ronald Baes also expected that ad hoc clients would 
be informed less often than long-term clients. “If you ask an ad hoc client whether they are interested to use 
an FTA for a one-time shipment, it often leads to more questions coming from the client. The whole procedure 
is so complex that it would not be uncommon to find yourself sending mails and answering follow up 
questions for three hours. If in the end of that process you only get to charge your export document as a flat 
rate and not a consultancy fee, it is simply impossible to make a financial profit as an LSP.” 

Indeed, with 15 out of 38 LSPs structurally informing ad hoc clients about FTAs (39%), this is a lower share 
than seen among long-term clients.

However, the difference between long-term clients and ad hoc clients is limited. Certainly because while 15 
LSPs structurally inform their ad hoc clients about FTAs, 6 additional LSPs indicated that they often point out 
the possibility to use FTAs in future shipments. 

THE ROLE OF LOGISTICS SERVICE 
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Figure 2 - LSPs that structurally inform ad hoc clients about FTAs (in number of respondents)

Source: BFTA survey, based on data from 38 LSPs
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A reason for this smaller than anticipated difference with long-term clients might be that the concept of ad 
hoc clients is being phased out according to Olivier Schoenmaeckers of Forward Belgium. “Speed is 
important, but so is compliance. This is undoubtedly true for LSPs that work on customs related issues. 
Where do the goods come from, does the exporter have a warehouse or a post-box…? These are elements 
that a logistics service provider should know. If an exporter calls upon a freight forwarder or customs agent 
today, it does not mean that a deal is made the next day. There’s a process taking place before that.”

Ronald Baes of BDP International NV confirms that compliancy is topping the list for almost all customs 
brokers. “When sufficient evidence is available, we arrange the documents or statements to obtain the 
preferential tariffs at destination. But when not all the requirements are fulfilled, we refuse to act in such a 
way until we have all information available. No information means no implementation. Most customs brokers 
follow that way of working.” 

A second reason for the relatively small gap between long-term clients and ad hoc clients is that 70% (14/20) 
of LSPs that structurally inform long-term clients are also structurally informing ad hoc clients. It suggests 
that for some LSPs, it is part of the company culture.

Figure 3 -  Difference in approach of LSPs towards long-term and ad hoc clients  

(in number of respondents)

Source: BFTA survey, based on data from 38 LSPs
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When an LSP is structurally talking about FTAs, this would mean it is part of the company culture, and 
therefore irrespective of the client. The trigger to inform is in that case internal rather than external, which 
means the relationship between the client and the LSP or the export destinations of the client should not 
have an impact.

An impact of the relationship would imply that an LSPs’ decision to inform a company about FTAs or not 
would be dependent on whether the client is long-term or ad hoc. This does not seem to be the case. Over 
80% of LSPs in the survey are persistent in their choice to inform or not.

14 LSPs claim to structurally inform clients about FTA, regardless of whether these are long-term or ad hoc 
clients, while 17 LSPs are not structurally informing clients, long-term or ad hoc. This leaves only 7 LSPs 
(18%) that structurally inform or not depending on the relationship with the client. 

The role of the export destinations of the client does not appear to be a critical factor either. 23 logistics 
service providers in the survey mostly have clients who rely a lot on trade outside the EU. One could assume 
that all LSPs in this group have an equal incentive to talk about Free Trade Agreements. However: just over 
half of these 23 LSPs discuss the possibilities of FTAs systematically with their long-term clients, while the 
smaller half does not.

 
The decision to structurally inform or not might therefore indeed be part of the company culture of a logistics 
service provider, which is guided by the growing role of specialization among the LSPs. 

THE ROLE OF LOGISTICS SERVICE 
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Figure 4 - Approach of LSPs with a similar client base on structurally informing long-term 

clients on FTAs (in number of respondents)

Source: BFTA survey, based on data from 23 LSPs whose clients are  
in majority dependent on extra-EU trade
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Two out of three customs agents or freight forwarders / customs agents claim to structurally inform their 
clients about FTAs (16/25). Among the freight forwarders / logistics providers, this is one out of three (4/13).

 
 
Until about 15 years ago, this distinction among LSPs would not have been necessary, Olivier Schoenmaeck-
ers comments. Most freight forwarders were responsible for every step as described in the FIATA definition. 
“So when exporters go to freight forwarders, they still expect them to handle the entire package: transport, 
customs formalities, etc.. Over the years however, customs formalities became increasingly complex and 
required considerable investments, certainly in IT infrastructure.”

The increasing specialization by LSPs may also be triggered by the (lack of) availability of employees, the 
results of the survey suggest. The companies with more employees tend to be forwarders / customs agents 
and are therefore still capable of delivering the whole package, while those who see themselves as forwarder 
/ logistics provider are mostly companies with less employees. The difficulty to find people to join the sector 
is therefore a clear obstacle to the assistance of exporters in FTA related matters.

“For all those reasons such as added complexity, needed investments and shortage of staff”, Olivier Schoen-
maeckers clarifies, “an increasing number of freight forwarders who used to manage the customs 
procedures in-house outsourced this on their turn to specialized customs companies.”

Figure 5 - Approach of LSPs on structurally informing long-term clients about FTAs, by type of LSP 

(in number of respondents)

Source: BFTA survey, based on data from 38 LSPs. Respondents were free to define their own type. 
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We found that LSPs who specialized and see themselves as freight forwarder / logistics providers are less 
likely to structurally inform clients about FTAs. However, this is not addressing the question why they, and 
several freight forwarders / customs agents decided to not structurally inform their clients on the possibilities 
of FTAs. Three overlapping elements emerge: a lack of urgency, a lack of knowledge (sometimes due to 
further outsourcing) and a lack of time to follow up on compliance. 

 Lack of urgency

In the survey, 5 LSPs say that they offer a large amount of solutions and that discussing all solutions one by 
one would lead them too far. 4 LSPs indicate that they believe the client does not have a direct advantage to 
export under the FTA, which makes this service not worth mentioning. However, they claim to help using the 
FTA for importing procedures.  

These reactions are a reminder of what was argued in the introduction of the paper: many logistics service 
providers know that the utilization of Free Trade Agreements is not the key reason why they are hired and 
have therefore little incentive and a low sense of urgency to act on it. 

This is also the experience of Dirk Pottilius of the Ziegler Group LSP.  “We do inform clients, but when we 
want to take the next step and ask them to hand over the needed documents, we often face hesitation. 
Getting clients to transfer supplier statements or other documents of proof can be a real struggle. I can 
therefore understand why some LSPs say it is not worth the trouble and conclude: if my clients are not 
interested in using the FTAs, then so be it. It is in their interest, not ours.”

Bernard Piette points to the following comparison to explain the apparent lack of urgency: “Most shippers 
just want to have their pain relieved. They need the LSP to offer a solution for a specific problem. Take for 
example green transport. Everyone would like to be greener in transport, but in the end, it is in most cases 
still about being the fastest and cheapest. The exporter tells the LSP he can organize the transport as he 
wishes, with a boat, a plane or a balloon, as long as the goods arrive orderly and on time. Just like with FTAs 
for export procedures, there is no pain to take away.”

“The results of this survey would have been different if it had been about imports”, Olivier Schoenmaeckers 
states. “In that situation, many LSPs are looking for ways how their client could pay as little as possible.” 
Having a lower invoice would indeed be a pain taken away.

THE ROLE OF LOGISTICS SERVICE 
PROVIDERS IN THE UTILIZATION OF FTAs 

A LACK OF URGENCY, KNOWLEDGE AND/OR TIME PREVENTS MANY LSPs FROM STRUCTURALLY 



 • THE ROLE OF LOGISTICS SERVICE PROVIDERS IN THE UTILIZATION OF FTAS BY EXPORTERS • 29

This lack of urgency from the exporter is often reciprocated by the LSP because there is no financial incentive 
for the latter to talk about FTAs when clients do not ask for it. Both the Directors of Forward Belgium and 
Logistics in Wallonia argue that advice about this should be included in any regular relationship between the 
LSP and his clients and that the latter should not pay extra for it. Bernard Piette therefore points out that “It 
does not only take time for the LSPs to inform clients, but it may lead to a situation where it becomes more 
difficult for them to act compared to a situation where they just follow the regular MFN procedures.”

That is why Dirk Pottilius believes that advice should have a price. “The price for making an export declaration 
depends on elements such as the complexity, but generally, it is cheap. For this low fee, our long-term 
exporting clients also receive the needed FTA related documents (EUR-1, REX…). However, one cannot 
expect that LSPs review documents, ask supplier statements or analyse the eligibility of certain products for 
this fee. Certainly given the fact that our advice is legally binding which leads to compliancy risks. We notice 
that selling advice is still difficult. Everybody considers it normal to pay a consultant like Deloitte for their 
consultancy, but when LSPs become consultants, this somehow seems different.”

In their conclusions and policy recommendations, Kasteng and Almufti (2021) formulated some initiatives 
related to customs brokers. One is that “it is not apparent that customs brokers have an economic incentive 
to inform and provide specific assistance to their clients in order to make them aware, and facilitate their 
utilization, of tariff preferences. Even though there might not be sufficient incentive for customs brokers in 
this regard, itis clearly beneficial for exporters and importers to utilize tariff preferences. Initiatives in this 
regard might be explored for the benefit of the companies.”

 Lack of knowledge

A second reason for not structurally informing clients about FTAs, as mentioned by 4 logistics service 
providers, is a lack of sufficient experience to help their clients in a satisfactory way. Indeed, these companies 
also indicated that it is very rare for them to help exporters using FTAs. 

Bernard Piette can relate to this: “FTAs are an evolving matter. If you change one number of the HS code or 
one country of destination, everything can change. It is nearly impossible to have all the information.” Olivier 
Schoenmaeckers confirms: “It is a very complex issue, with elements regarding origin, anti-dumping, etc… 
that can change on a daily basis. Following this up is very hard.”
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However, perceiving the FTA related procedures as complicated is one thing, refraining from mentioning 
FTAs during onboarding meetings is another. To explain this, Olivier Schoenmaeckers returns to a point 
made earlier. “An increasing number of freight forwarders decided over the years to outsource this kind of 
work to customs agents. They are most prone not to talk about FTAs with their clients, because they might 
not have answers and are not keen on connecting their clients with the customs representative of a competing 
LSP.” 

This is experienced first-hand by Ronald Baes of BDP International NV. “We do not only offer customs related 
services, we also have a forwarding department. So when other LSPs call on us to help with the former, they 
can be anxious. After all, if the exporter is satisfied with the service of our customs department and finds out 
we also have a forwarding department, he might be tempted to work with us the next time. This makes the 
situation of working via another LSP complex, certainly when we need more information to provide the 
export documents. The LSP that contacted us may not know the answer, and when we ask to reach out to the 
exporter, we often do not get the exact information we need. That is, if the questions were indeed transferred 
to this exporter at all.” 

An important factor to explain the lack of knowledge is the shortage of (trained) staff in the sector. Olivier 
Schoenmaeckers acknowledges that large companies are more likely to keep up with digitization, might be 
capable of sending employees more often to training and may be more evolved in the idea of consultancy. But 
Schoenmaeckers, Piette, Pottilius and Baes all stress the difficulties to find people who want to join the 
industry. “There is a huge shortage of people with knowledge of the customs procedures.”, Piette says. 
“Making formalities can be boring, even though it is always about new cases. But what could make It 
fascinating is that it is the implementation of high-level trade agreements. It is political decisions translated 
for the business.”

 Lack of time to follow up on compliance

A third reason why logistics service providers fail to structurally inform clients is because they sometimes 
get involved too late in the process and/or it would take too much time. This is certainly true when an LSP is 
working for ad hoc clients. Ronald Baes confirms that timing is of utmost importance and that this often 
lacks. “If we need to verify the eligibility when a product needs to be shipped, it is too late. It might take 
hours or even days, and we would never make the documents without sufficient proof. This means that 
shipment needs to be delayed, something which is very rare. This lack of time is certainly an issue for ad hoc 
clients.” 

Bernard Piette of Logistics in Wallonia points out that customs clearance companies bear a huge responsi-
bility with the import declaration. This may lead to a certain reluctance among freight forwarders to touch 
upon anything related to customs formalities, even when it concerns less delicate export related matters.



31



 • THE ROLE OF LOGISTICS SERVICE PROVIDERS IN THE UTILIZATION OF FTAS BY EXPORTERS •32

When LSPs structurally inform long-term clients about the opportunities of FTAs during an onboarding 
meeting, these exporters are often surprised to learn about the advantages and eager to engage. 

In the survey, 8 LSPs (40%) mention that in most cases their clients reply that they had no idea about such 
an opportunity and are willing to consider using FTAs. An additional 6 LSPs (30%) say their clients are in 
most cases effectively aware about the FTAs and are keen to make use of them.

The remaining LSPs that structurally inform their clients painted a less rosy picture. 5 of them say the most 
common reaction of exporters is not to take any action at all and wait for the importer to ask for the 
Preferential Certificate of Origin. Just one LSP says that its clients mostly lose interest as soon as they learn 
that using the FTA could bring an extra cost. 

 
That most exporters are tempted to use FTAs after being informed relates to the findings of Decoster (2021). 
In a survey, 63% of the contacted exporters using an LSP indicated that they thought it would be better if 
their products would be exported via Free Trade Agreements. This sentiment is confirmed in a follow-up 
study (to be published in 2022). 

THE ROLE OF LOGISTICS SERVICE 
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Source: BFTA survey, based on data from 20 LSPs
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The Managing Director of Logistics in Wallonia and Director of Forward Belgium are not surprised that most 
exporters are keen to use FTAs. “It is a normal reflex to increase competitiveness when presented with the 
opportunity. Improving the competitiveness of its clients is clearly not the primary role of a logistics service 
provider but this shows that our sector can indeed play a role in the uptake of FTAs when we evolve more in 
the direction of consulting.” Olivier Schoenmaeckers says.

At the same time, in only 30% of the cases LSPs say that most exporters are really keen to use FTAs. In 40% 
of the cases, most exporters are just “willing to consider the idea”. This reflects the finding that for many 
exporters, the utilization of FTAs is not of crucial importance. 

Dirk Pottilius of the Ziegler Group experiences this first hand: “Even if the advantages are very well explained, 
our customers often say: ok, sounds interesting but either you fix this, or we don't participate to this FTA. It 
is too complicated.” The LSP professional often feels that some of his clients have a certain anxiousness 
about FTAs. “Clients often don’t want to add FTA related procedures and the associated compliancy issues 
to their already full plate, even though for commercial reasons, it would be beneficial for them.” 

Ronald Baes of BDP International NV acknowledges what his colleague of the Ziegler Group mentions but 
also regrets this lack of clear interest among some of the exporters. “Using FTAs does not only make our 
clients more competitive, it also helps them to send a message. By providing all the right documents, our 
exporting clients can show that they care about the importer, and that they are trustworthy  
and conscientious.”
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Whether LSPs are often helping exporters to use FTAs or not can be a matter of perception.

On a positive note, almost all 38 logistics service providers in the survey have helped their clients on FTA 
related issues up to a certain degree. Only among the 10 LSPs that almost never help clients, some may 
indeed never help at all. 

On the other hand, only 16 out of 38 LSPs are helping at least half of their clients that export to FTA countries.

 
We have seen earlier that about half of the LSPs tend to structurally inform their long-term clients about 
Free Trade Agreements. However, it should not be taken for granted that giving information on FTAs also 
leads to helping exporters to actually use FTAs. After all, some exporters might not perceive the utilization 
of FTAs as being important, might find it too difficult to understand or might decide not to follow up on it due 
to a lack of time after receiving the information of their LSP.

THE ROLE OF LOGISTICS SERVICE 
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Figure 7 - General overview of LSPs helping exporters to use FTAs  

(in number of respondents)

Figure 8 - Detailed overview of LSPs helping exporters to use FTAs  

(in number of respondents)

Source: BFTA survey, based on data from 38 LSPs
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However, as most of the clients appear to respond positively to information provided by the LSPs, we could 
make the hypothesis that an LSP which is structurally informing clients is an LSP that is often helping 
clients in this field.

This hypothesis seems to hold based on the survey. 

Of the 20 LSPs that are structurally informing their long-term clients about FTAs, a majority (13) turns out 
to help more than 50% of their clients to use FTAs, while only 3 of these LSPs are almost never or barely 
helping clients. 

This contrasts with the 18 LSPs that are not structurally informing their long-term clients about FTAs. The 
fact they are not doing this structurally should not need to prevent them from sometimes informing clients,  
or prevent them from responding to FTA related demands from their clients. Therefore, it would not be 
illogical to see that these LSPs could also turn out to help exporters. However, only 3 LSPs of the group that 
is not structurally informing their long-term clients about FTAs is helping a majority of their clients to use 
FTAs, while 13 are almost never or barely helping. This illustrates the impact of structurally informing 
exporters. 

Earlier, we found that LSPs often decide to structurally inform exporters about FTAs largely independent of 
the type of client (long-term or ad hoc) and the export destinations of the client, but rather based on company 
culture and specialization (customs agent, freight forwarders / customs agent or freight forwarders / 
logistics provider). 

Figure 9 - Effect of structurally informing clients on helping clients with FTAs  

(in number of respondents)

Source: BFTA survey, based on data from 32 LSPs that help maximum 25% of their clients or at least 51% of their clients
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This finding is also visible when it comes to LSPs helping exporters. 

Half of the customs agents (3/6) almost always help their exporting clients to make use of the FTAs, among 
the freight forwarders/customs agents this is the case in one out of three situations (6/19). By contrast, just 
one out of 13 freight forwarders/logistics providers is almost always helping exporting clients to use 
the FTAs. 

Vice versa, 5 out of 13 of the freight forwarders/logistics providers say they almost never help clients to use 
FTA.  Among freight forwarders/customs agents this is the case for just 1 out of 19 and it is never so for “pur 
sang” customs agents.
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Figure 10 - LSPs helping clients with FTAs, by type of LSP (in number of respondents)

Source: Source: BFTA survey, based on data from 38 LSPs. Respondents were free to define their own type. 



37



 • THE ROLE OF LOGISTICS SERVICE PROVIDERS IN THE UTILIZATION OF FTAS BY EXPORTERS •38

In a study by the Belgian Foreign Trade Agency, foreseen to be published in 2022, 112 exporters that were 
not using Free Trade Agreements to countries where it would have been possible were asked why they did 
not do so. No less than 99 were not, or only recently, aware about the existence of the Free Trade Agreement. 

Interviews with 8 exporters that outsource customs related procedures to LSPs confirm this. More than 
once, they were not aware about FTAs and asked the interviewer what such an FTAs was all about. A chief 
commercial officer of an SME with maximum 15 employees was representative for other interviewed 
companies when he said: “I’m not against FTAs, but I did not know that we could use one and have no idea 
what it is or how I could get started with it.” 

This enforces the idea that the simple fact of revealing the existence of FTAs is already a tremendous support 
for exporting companies. That half of the LSPs are structurally engaging in this effort is therefore an 
important step in the right direction.

Nevertheless, the quoted company also wanted to know “what an FTA is or how I could get started [to use 
it]”. So once an LSP mentions the existence of a Free Trade Agreement, the question emerges how it can be 
of further assistance to its clients. In the survey, the logistics service providers could select multiple 
solutions that they can offer to their clients. 

Almost half of the LSPs (18/38) indicate they can help clients to identify what advantages the FTA in question 
could bring for them.   

Then, 12 out of 38 LSPs feel confident that they are capable of providing information on the impact of the 
utilization of FTAs on their clients. They can do so by providing an overview of the needed administrative 
regulations, heightened customs controls and so forth.

A limited number of LSPs see themselves offering help with the technical and practical elements of 
compliance. 11 out of 38 LSPs indicate in the survey that they can assist in building a process that should 
allow exporters to prove compliance in case customs audits would take place, while 9 LSPs state they can 
help with calculating the value of originating and non-originating content.

Finally, 6 of the 38 LSPs simply indicate that they lack experience and do not provide solutions to their clients 
in this field. For half of them, this is because the opportunity did not yet arise.  

According to Olivier Schoenmaeckers, every LSP should be capable of at least providing one solution to 
clients. “But it is often simply not top of mind. This is mostly true for LSPs who engage in further outsourcing 
of customs procedures.” 
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Of all the different FTA related services an LSP can offer, helping to calculate the originating value is probably 
the most difficult. “It is extremely heavy for customs agencies to calculate whether enough originating 
content is in the final product. Assessing whether sufficient transformation has taken place, that is already 
a lot easier”, Bernard Piette says. However, according to Olivier Schoenmaeckers “virtually all LSPs, be it 
customs agents or freight forwards, should be capable of calculating whether a product is eligible for 
preferential trade or not. But the client should be the expert and should know the customs value, so the LSP 
only needs to request the necessary documents.”

Some LSPs that assist companies throughout their entire logistical process have a good view on whether 
products could be eligible or not. Dirk Pottilius of Ziegler Group: “At a certain moment, we noticed a client 
wanted to report it products as if they were eligible under preferences, even though we knew that they had 
sourced important elements from outside the EU. They were not aware that what they were doing was illegal. 
This is also why we see an increasing number of clients with a compliancy manager.” 

In many cases however, the LSP has to rely fully on the information given by the exporter. And in those 
situations, the compliancy risks are also for the LSP, Olivier Schoenmaeckers says. Dirk Pottilius of Ziegler 
Group wants to emphasize that this element of compliance is indeed very important. “If we make an export 
document based on input of our client, we are a customs representative (UCC) and therefore liable. If the 
declaration turns out to be false, we could be sued for this in court. Even when we base ourselves just on 
what our clients say. In suspicion of fraud, someone who works for an LSP can even be held accountable in 
person. That’s why we have a disclosure form that states that our estimations are informative and not 
binding.“

Help identify the advantages
Explain the impact on the organization

Help with the compliance process
Help calculating origin

No solution

Figure 11 - Ways how LSPs can help their clients in using FTAs when exporting  

(in number of respondents)

Source: BFTA survey, based on data from 38 LSPs (multiple answers per LSP possible)
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As mentioned earlier, Decoster (2021) found that many exporters working with an LSP were eager to use 
FTAs, a majority would probably make use of FTAs if they would handle the export procedure themselves. 

Many LSPs who were confronted with those findings marked this as an interesting signal and encouragement 
to increase awareness about this topic among their clients. This is the case for no less than 26 of the 38 
LSPs. Since LSPs could indicate multiple answers, 16 LSPs also mentioned to be surprised by the survey and 
indicated that this is not an often-heard message from their clients. 

Important, and promising, is that in the group of 16 LSPs that almost never help their exporting clients with 
FTAs, 13 indicate that this is an interesting signal and an encouragement to work more on this topic in the 
future. Only 3 LSPs remained on the position that this is not in line with what they hear from clients and 
refused to indicate that it was an encouragement to work more on this in the future.

THE ROLE OF LOGISTICS SERVICE 
PROVIDERS IN THE UTILIZATION OF FTAs 

LSPs ARE WILLING TO IMPROVE FTA RELATED SOLUTIONS FOR THEIR CLIENTS

Figure 12 - Reaction of all LSPs on the eagerness of exporters to use FTAs  

(in number of respondents)

Figure 13 - Reaction of LSPs that are almost never helping with FTAs on the eagerness  

of exporters to use FTAs (in number of respondents)

Source: BFTA survey, based on data from 38 LSPs (4 LSPs entered two answers)

Source: BFTA survey, based on data from 16 LSPs that help maximum 25% of their 
exporting clients with FTAs (2 LSPs entered two answers)
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This result strengthens the Directors of Forward Belgium and Logistics in Wallonia in their belief that, while 
logistics service providers can be of valuable help, the final responsibility lies with the exporter. “Exporters 
should talk to the LSPs about the matter. Once they do, the LSP cannot escape it anymore.”, Bernard Piette 
indicates. “Everybody in the logistic chain should take their responsibility. Exporters should inform 
themselves correctly and not solely rely on their LSP.”

The LSPs that want to work more on FTAs in the future may find a perfect starting point in the Trade & 
Cooperation Agreement between the European Union and the United Kingdom. This TCA might be a game 
changer for both exporters and LSPs as many companies that never faced Free Trade Agreements were 
overnight immersed in a world with duties, non-originating materials and compliance procedures.  

Bernard Piette says that the “TCA is a reminder for many companies on what a border is. This had been 
forgotten. For them, it will be a great challenge.” The impact of the TCA is relatively small for the LSPs who 
are already accustomed to FTA procedures according to Olivier Schoenmaeckers. But among the 16 LSPs 
that are almost never helping their exporting clients with FTAs, 10 indicate that the TCA will positively impact 
their range of solutions on offer.

Figure 14 - Predicted impact of the Trade & Cooperation Agreement  

on the range of solutions of LSPs that are almost never helping with FTAs  

(in number of respondents)

Source: BFTA survey, based on data from 16 LSPs that help maximum 25% of their exporting clients with FTAs
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 LSPs can be partners to increase the preference utilization of FTAs

About half of the LSPs structurally inform their clients about FTAs. What is interesting here is that this 
information leads in many cases to utilization of the FTAs. This shows that LSPs can be natural partners for 
trade promotion agencies to increase the utilization of FTAs. 

Policy suggestions: it would be interesting to start a dialogue between LSPs and trade promotion agencies 
and/or other policy makers. Currently, both parties are largely unknown to one another. If this synergy and 
dialogue could lead to more incentives and capacities for LSPs to structurally inform clients, this could 
eventually lead to a higher utilization of FTAs. 

 A lack of urgency from the exporter is often reciprocated by LSPs, who don’t always have  
 a direct incentive to inform or help clients

Many exporters hire a logistics service provider for reasons unrelated to FTAs and are not aware of such 
agreements, let alone its advantages. When exporters don’t ask LSPs specifically to act on FTAs, these LSPs 
do not have a direct (financial) incentive to push exporters towards utilization of FTAs.   

Policy suggestions: Foremost, exporters should be more aware about the existence of FTAs. This would lead 
them to questioning their respective LSPs about the issue, which would leave them no alternative but to act. 
Therefore, trade promotion agencies should continue to target traders directly. At the same time, LSPs 
should be encouraged to take up a role as consultant and discuss the FTAs as well. This could bring them in 
a competitive advantage compared to other LSPs. As this shift to consultancy is rather new, we encountered 
confusion on whether a (financial) incentive can be requested for advice. Lack of such a financial incentive 
can be an obstacle for LSPs who mention that free consultancy will come at the expense of their profit 
margins.

 LSPs don’t know that the lack of urgency from the exporter often derives from a lack of knowledge

According to Oliver Schoenmaeckers, Director of Forward Belgium, no LSP is currently putting itself in the 
market as “FTA friendly”. However, the survey shows that LSPs who were confronted with the finding that 
exporters are eager to use FTAs mark this as an interesting signal and as an encouragement to increase 
awareness about this topic among their clients. This is certainly true for LSPs that are currently almost 
never helping their exporting clients with FTAs.

LESSONS LEARNED 
AND POLICY SUGGESTIONS
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Policy suggestions: Create awareness about the importance that many exporters attach to the utilization of 
FTAs, and the eagerness of such exporters to follow up on this. A lack of knowledge from the exporter is not 
to be mistaken with a lack of interest. This message can be propagated in Belgium via organizations such as 
Forward Belgium, Logistics in Wallonia, Portilog or via information sessions organized in cooperation with 
trade promotion agencies. Being "FTA friendly" should be a mark of excellence of LSPs.

 Many LSPs lack the capacity to help clients

Many LSPs lack information on what FTAs entail. This prevents them from structurally informing clients 
about potential FTAs and from helping clients to actually make use of the preferences. Only a minority of 
LSPs can provide information on the impact that the utilization of FTAs might have, help build an audit trail 
or help calculate the value of originating and non-originating content. About 1 out of 5 LSPs does not provide 
any FTA related solution. This is certainly the case for LSPs that outsource customs procedures. 

Policy suggestions: Improve the capacity of LSPs by offering more training and tools related to FTAs. In 
Belgium, this can once more happen via organizations such as Forward Belgium, Logistics in Wallonia, 
Portilog or via information sessions organized in cooperation with trade promotion agencies.  

 Stringent compliancy rules can prevent LSPs from helping exporters

All the interviewed LSPs or their representatives focused on the importance of compliance. It is impossible 
for LSPs to help clients without having access to the needed documents of proof. Given the fact that LSPs are 
often busy “solving the problems of yesterday”, as Bernard Piette, Managing Director of Logistics in Wallonia 
mentions, compliancy comes first, speed second and extras such as the utilization of FTAs third. The paper 
also highlighted an element raised by Olivier Schoenmaeckers, which is the issue of freight forwarders 
outsourcing customs procedures to other LSPs. Currently, the former takes no legal responsibility, but a 
recent legal precedent is challenging this approach

Policy suggestions: It is a best practice to have onboarding meetings between LSPs and exporters during 
which all the flows are mapped out. This will help to prevent that FTAs are not used because of a lack of 
information and thus fear of non-compliance. The relation between the different types of LSPs and (customs) 
authorities is complex. It would be helpful for all parties if it becomes clear whether the outsourcing freight 
forwarder can be held partly accountable or not when problems emerge. Either way, freight forwarders 
should be properly informed and would benefit from augmented training on all customs related issues, 
including Free Trade Agreements.
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 More research is needed

To our best knowledge, this is the first study of its kind. The methodology outlined a number of limitations. 
More research on this topic will generate a clearer view and may bring different outcomes. LSPs play a 
similar role in many countries. This makes it justifiable to compare results of different surveys and to apply 
the findings and best practices in different countries. 

Policy suggestions: Given the different limitations mentioned earlier in this paper, it will be important to 
benchmark the findings to see whether these preliminary results are repeated or rejected. Ronald Baes of 
the LSP called BDP International said: “A good idea would be to redo this survey. To be honest, I didn’t fill 
this in either due to a lack of time. By reading this paper and knowing the importance of it, I would fill it in 
the next time. The more people will do this, the closer the result will be to reality.”

In further research, other questions could be addressed as well. It would be very interesting to find out what 
LSPs would require (incentives, change in customs law, information, tools, training, hotlines etc.) to be able 
to support exporters (and importers) with the use of FTA. It would also be relevant to map the different 
initiatives taken to increase awareness and information, and to work closely together with LSPs to monitor 
whether those initiatives indeed lead to more interaction with clients on FTAs and eventually to a higher 
utilization rate. Also, it would be useful to find out whether increased awareness campaigns on the branch 
of an LSP in for example Belgium impacts the actions of the very same LSP but a branch in another country. 
Finally, a similar study with a focus on import would be relevant as well.

LESSONS LEARNED 
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As trade promotion agencies mainly focus their activities on (potential) exporters and importers, it seems 
logical that LSPs are not considered as a main target group. Also the outreach activities to increase the 
utilization of FTAs was almost entirely directed to traders. In this paper, we showed that LSPs such as freight 
forwarders and customs agents can be valuable actors as well and that synergies should be encouraged and 
considered.

In contrast with what surveys of traders on the impact of LSPs suggest, and even though it is not their core 
business, this paper shows that logistics service providers do see themselves playing a role in the utilization 
of Free Trade Agreements. Partly because about half of them inform exporters about such agreements, 
partly because LSPs effectively help exporters to understand and use FTAs. Overall, we found plenty of room 
for improvements but also enthusiasm among exporters to use FTAs, which triggers LSPs to increase 
attention to this topic. This leaves the room open for trade promotion agencies or other policy makers to find 
synergies.

To quote the WCO study report on customs brokers: “The implementation of bilateral or multilateral 
agreements, such as Free Trade Agreements and the WTO TFA, requires collaboration between Customs 
administrations and Customs brokers (as well as other stakeholders). Without the support of both parties, 
implementation of these agreements could be challenging not only in extending the benefits but also curbing 
potential misuse/frauds. Therefore, Customs administrations and brokers should engage in early discussions 
about trade agreements and come up with solutions/mechanisms on how to best implement those 
agreements.”

While this paper has several limitations, its core value lies in bringing this topic to the table and in providing 
some opening statements.  This could be an encouragement to work further in this field from an academic 
point of view. From a practical point of view, this paper can be a starting point to increase awareness and 
capabilities among (Belgian based) LSPs and to start a dialogue between the sector and governmental 
organisations.

GENERAL CONCLUSION
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(1) Export destination of the interviewed company (2) date of the interview 

(3) number of employees of the interviewed company (4) region of the interviewed company.

(1) (2)   (3)  (4)

Canada 23/08/2021 01 - 15  Flanders

Switzerland 26/08/2021 01 – 15  Wallonia

South Korea 27/08/2021 01 - 15  Wallonia

Canada 02/09/2021 16 - 50  Wallonia

Switzerland 02/09/2021 16 – 50  Flanders

Chile 03/09/2021 51 - 100  Flanders

Switzerland 07/09/2021 01 - 15  Wallonia

Japan 09/09/2021 01 - 15  Flanders

In-depth interviews
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• Does your company structurally suggest/informs new exporting clients during an onboarding 
meeting to make use of Free Trade Agreements?

If yes: Broadly speaking, what is the most common reaction from your clients?

If no: Why do you prefer not to structurally inform new customers?

• Does your company structurally suggest/informs ad hoc exporting clients to make use of Free 
Trade Agreements?

• In order to make use of FTAs, exporters must take several actions. How often do you assist them 
in this in one way or another?

• What services can you provide to exporters who wish to make use of a Free Trade Agreement?

• 2 out of 3 producers who rely on LSPs for export procedures believe that Free Trade Agreements 
would give them an advantage. How do you respond to that?

• Do you think Brexit will have an impact on your services related to free trade agreements?

ANNEX 1 - SURVEY QUESTIONS
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