
National Committee on Trade Facilitation (NCTF) 

22 November 2023

Digitalising international trade systems - lessons learnt for Australia

Paul Zalai

Director – Freight & Trade Alliance (FTA)

Secretariat – Australian Peak Shippers Association (APSA)

Director – Global Shippers Forum (GSF)

pzalai@FTAlliance.com.au

www.FTAlliance.com.au

mailto:pzalai@FTAlliance.com.au
http://www.ftalliance.com.au/


• COMPILE (1970s), EXIT (1980s) EDIFICE, ACA, SCA (1990s) evolved from manual processing of 

import / export entries and screening of AWBs and manifests.  

• Dedicated communication networks managed by Tradegate.

• 1997 Customs published the Cargo Management Strategy (CMS) which led to the Cargo Management 

Re-engineering (CMR) initiative – conceptual design of business processes, legislation and systems.

• Little ‘re-engineering’  …more ‘re-doing’ with the same processes, albeit it now using ‘modern’ Internet 

protocols to interface with the Integrated Cargo System (ICS).

• Introduction of an enhanced compliance framework with the introduction of the Infringement Notice 

Scheme (INS) as a part of the Trade Modernisation Legislation.

• Innovations such as Periodic Declarations as a part of the ‘Accredited Client Program’ ended up on the 

scrap heap to fast-track implementation.
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• Design flaws from legacy systems (corrected over time through trial & error) were re-built into the ICS 

design – complex reconciliation between reporting and declarations and limited diagnostics; combined 

with industry systems not completed or fully tested painted the picture of a ‘recipe for disaster’.
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• After false starts and re-scheduling of the imports phase, Customs faced a race against the clock with 

COMPILE (Unisys mainframe) having a hard end-date of 3 February 2006 – while industry raised 

serious concerns about the readiness to proceed, Customs decided to ‘go live’ on 12 October 2005. 
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• Implementation 12 October 2005 – ports and airports 

become gridlocked in days after ‘big bang’
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• Customs Minister Chris Ellison announces Industry Action (IAG) co-chaired by industry (Paul Zalai) / 

Customs (Phil Burns) to oversee remedial action (work-arounds) including extended use of COMPILE 

(officers manually reconciling release) and urgent systems ‘fixes’ to address identified systems flaws 

and diabolically poor performance issues.

Digitalising international trade systems - lessons learnt for Australia



MAJOR MILESTONES SINCE IMPLEMENTATION

• Slow recovery. November 2005 Coles Myer (at the time Australia’s largest importer) were reported as 

having 4000 containers delayed on the wharves.

• Minister Ellison told Parliament in April 2006 compensation claims received from 171 parties for 

$406,636 in storage and detention fees – a very small tip of the iceberg of true costs to industry.

• ICS users still suffer from a continuity of fundamental system design flaws including the inability to 

amend ‘consignment key’ cargo report data, necessitating cancel and re-report; contributing to ‘late’ 

cargo reporting.

• 2006 saw a new CEO (Michael Carmody replacing Lionel Woodward) with the mantra of stability seeing 

Customs becoming risk averse (understandably) wanting to stabilise the ICS with essential 

maintenance and minimal enhancements – the concept of re-engineering cargo reporting from ‘pre-

arrival’ to ‘pre-load’ (aligned to US and other countries) was considered but abandoned.

• 2012 Michael Pezzullo era saw the rekindling of innovation (continued by successive Commissioners, 

Roman Quaedlieg and Michael Outram) with implementation of the Trusted Trader Programme and 

more recently, the Customs Legislation Amendment (Controlled Trials and Other Measures) Bill 2022 

and Regulatory Sandbox.
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ANAO REPORT – 7 FEBRUARY 2007

“Customs underestimated the complexity and the risks associated with the project and failed to properly 

respond to emerging issues and changes in risks. 

The implementation was not supported by a coordinated implementation strategy or adequate business 

continuity planning. 

Insufficient time was allowed for system testing, particularly end-to-end testing. 

Customs did not have quality assurance mechanisms to assess the readiness of third party software 

providers, the quality of their software or the preparedness of industry participants. 

Problems with the Cargo Risk Assessment system also impacted on Customs' ability to clear cargo and to 

target and assess high risk cargo, increasing the risks to Australia's border security and Customs' revenue 

collection responsibilities.”
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WHERE TO FROM HERE?

• Increased Federal Government investment on the Simplified Trade System – still no clarity on its full 

scope, meanwhile Departments continue bespoke solutions. 

• Transparency is required on government’s needs, scope and limitations to allow industry to provide 

meaningful input to design. 

• Clear detail is required to understand the lifespan of the ICS – do we need strategies to take volume out 

of the system to give it an extended period of operation and reduce the risk of overload ?

• Extensive industry engagement is required on user requirements on new systems (highly 

recommended that government / departments immerse themselves in an understanding of industry 

practices and harness any available corporate knowledge to learn from the past).

• Avoid a ‘big bang’ – phased implementation (avoiding fixed time restraints), with contingencies including 

‘roll-back’ strategies and Business Continuity Plans.

• Extensive testing required, including third party commercial software applications BEFORE ‘go live’
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