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Concept Note

The AEO Program as a Platform for Central Asia Connectivity
to Support the Operation of Special Economic Zones

A. Executive Summary

The Authorized Economic Operator (AEO) program is a cornerstone of modern trade facilitation,
offering trusted trader status that enhances supply chain security, accelerates customs clearance,
and fosters predictability in cross-border trade. For the landlocked economies of Central Asia,
these benefits are particularly vital within Special Economic Zones (SEZs), where seamless
connectivity underpins investment, competitiveness, and economic growth.

With the Central Asia Transit System (CATS) now operational, the AEO program can deliver even
greater value by integrating trusted trader certification with region-wide transit facilitation. Linking
AEO recognition to CATS ensures expedited border crossings, harmonized procedures, and
fewer redundant inspections, reducing both time and cost for SEZ-based operators. This synergy
transforms compliance into a competitive advantage, positioning SEZs as reliable and efficient
gateways within CAREC corridors, the Middle Corridor, and broader Belt and Road networks.

The proposed AEO pilot program for SEZs in CAREC countries will be implemented through
a phased roadmap, leveraging the complementary expertise of the Asian Development Bank
(ADB), the Korea Customs Service (KCS), and national customs administrations. The design
ensures structured execution, measurable outcomes, and long-term sustainability:

e Design & Preparation (Months 1-3): Establish governance frameworks, align SEZ
operations with AEO standards, and integrate with CATS protocols.

e Pilot Implementation (Months 4-9): Certify selected SEZ operators, provide hands-on
training, and test digital integration with CATS to ensure real-time risk management and
seamless data exchange.

e Monitoring & Evaluation (Months 10-12): Track clearance times, inspection rates, and
compliance performance, incorporating CATS-based data flows into impact assessments.

e Scale-Up & Replication (Months 13-18): Expand certification to more operators and
countries, institutionalize digital workflows, and pursue mutual recognition agreements
(MRAS) for international interoperability.

The program is guided by core principles of risk-based compliance, digital integration, capacity
building, and global recognition. AEO-certified SEZ operators will benefit from simplified
procedures, priority processing, and trusted status within CATS, while customs administrations
gain more effective tools for risk management and resource allocation.

However, several challenges must be addressed: fragmented regulatory frameworks, uneven
digital infrastructure, and limited human capacity within customs administrations can delay



certification and undermine interoperability. Many SMEs face barriers in meeting compliance
standards, while international recognition requires careful alignment with global norms. To
overcome these constraints, the pilot program emphasizes regulatory alignment, digital
readiness, and coordinated stakeholder engagement, with CATS serving as the backbone for
interoperability and corridor-level facilitation.

By combining ADB’s regional development mandate, KCS’s technical expertise, and CAREC
customs administrations’ local knowledge, the AEO pilot program will deliver a replicable model
for secure, efficient, and trusted SEZ operations. Embedded within CATS, this initiative enhances
the credibility of CAREC transit corridors, reduces clearance times and trade costs, and
strengthens Central Asia’s role as a competitive hub for cross-border trade and e-commerce.

In doing so, the AEO program evolves beyond a compliance tool into a strategic enabler of digital
connectivity, risk-based trade facilitation, and regional economic integration.

B. Background

The Authorized Economic Operator (AEO) program provides a trusted trader framework that is
vital for the landlocked economies of Central Asia, where seamless cross-border trade underpins
growth. Within Special Economic Zones (SEZs), AEO strengthens supply chain security, embeds
risk management, and enhances predictability for businesses and customs authoritie s, leading to
faster clearance, lower costs, and greater resilience.

With the operational CATS now in place, AEO-certified traders are well positioned to benefit from
streamlined regional transit procedures. Linking AEO recognition with CATS guarantees faster
border crossings, reduced redundant inspections, and fewer administrative delays. This synergy
is particularly valuable for SEZ-based companies that depend on predictable and cost-effective
transit to attract investment and remain competitive.

More broadly, integrating AEO programs into CATS and regional agreements, including CAREC
corridors, the Middle Corridor, and Belt and Road connections, enhances interoperability of
customs procedures. By treating AEO-certified firms as “trusted partners” within CATS, land
routes gain efficiency advantages comparable to maritime gateways, reinforcing Central Asia’s
regional connectivity, trade facilitation, and economic integration.

C. Introduction

The AEO program in Central Asia is emerging as a cornerstone for Special Economic Zone (SEZ)
operations, serving as a central platform for regional connectivity and modern trade facilitation.
By linking trusted businesses, customs administrations, and logistics providers through secure
data exchange, standardized processes, and Single Window systems, the AEO program
streamlines the submission, processing, and clearance of trade documentation within SEZs.
Integrated Risk Management further enables targeted inspections, reduces compliance risks, and
enhances predictability, ensuring that goods move efficiently through these high-traffic trade hubs.

With the CATS now operational, the role of AEO programs is amplified. AEO-certified traders can
leverage CATS to enjoy expedited transit procedures, reduced redundant inspections, and
harmonized treatment across borders. Embedding AEO within CATS creates a trusted trader
ecosystem that ensures smoother cross-border flows, particularly vital for landlocked Central
Asian economies and SEZ-based industries that rely on predictable, cost-effective transit.
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Beyond facilitating individual transactions, the AEO program when linked with CATS acts as a
hub for digital interoperability and coordinated enforcement. This integration lays the groundwork
for more connected, transparent, and competitive SEZs across Central Asia. In this way, AEO is
not only a compliance mechanism but also a strategic enabler of trust-based trade, operational
efficiency, and regional economic integration, helping SEZs maximize their role as engines of
cross-border commerce.

D. Objectives

The AEO program in Central Asia aims to enhance supply chain security and compliance within
SEZs, fostering trust between businesses and customs authorities. By leveraging Single Window
systems, digital interoperability, and the operational CATS, it streamlines clearance and transit
procedures, reduces processing times, lowers trade costs, and ensures predictable cross-border
operations. Through CATS, AEO-certified traders gain faster and more harmonized treatment
across multiple borders, minimizing redundant inspections and delays.

The program also advances regional connectivity through mutual recognition of AEO status,
facilitating smoother movement along key trade corridors. Ultimately, by integrating AEO with
CATS, the region can strengthen SEZ competitiveness, support sustainable economic growth,
and enable risk-based, targeted enforcement to safeguard secure and efficient trade flows.

E. Methodology

The implementation of the AEO program in Central Asia follows a structured, multi-layered
methodology designed to integrate compliance, digital facilitation, and regional connectivity. The
approach begins with a comprehensive assessment of SEZ operations, including trade volumes,
types of goods, existing customs procedures, and logistics networks. This baseline assessment
identifies priority areas where the AEO program can enhance efficiency, reduce risks, and
optimize supply chain management.

Next, the methodology emphasizes the establishment of a trusted trader framework, where
businesses within SEZs are evaluated and certified based on their adherence to international
trade and security standards, financial solvency, and record-keeping practices. This process is
supported by training and capacity-building programs for both enterprises and customs
authorities, ensuring that participants understand compliance requirements and leverage digital
tools effectively.

A critical component of the methodology is integration with Single Window systems and digital
platforms, enabling seamless submission, processing, and verification of trade documentation.
Coupled with Integrated Risk Management (IRM), this digital integration allows customs to focus
inspections on high-risk consignments while expediting low-risk, certified traders, thus enhancing
predictability and operational efficiency.

The methodology also incorporates regional coordination and mutual recognition, aligning AEO
standards and procedures across neighboring countries to facilitate smoother transit along
strategic trade corridors such as CAREC routes, the Middle Corridor, and Belt and Road
networks. Finally, the approach includes continuous monitoring, evaluation, and improvement,
using performance indicators such as clearance times, compliance rates, and trade cost
reductions to refine procedures, strengthen interoperability, and ensure that the AEO program
evolves in line with SEZ and regional trade needs.
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F. Key Enablers of the AEO Program

The AEO status gives exporters and logistics operators faster processing, fewer inspections, and
priority treatment, while enabling SMEs to more easily join cross-border e-commerce and regional
supply chains. Integration with Single Window systems, electronic certificates of origin, and digital
platforms ensures that compliance benefits travel seamlessly with trade documents, reinforced
by blockchain and secure data-sharing to reduce fraud.

With the CATS now operational, AEO-certified traders gain added value through expedited transit,
harmonized procedures, and reduced duplication across multiple borders. Regional cooperation
through phased mutual recognition agreements (MRAs), starting bilaterally and expanding sub-
regionally, further strengthens interoperability and streamlines trade across Central Asia.

G. Core Principles of the AEO Implementation Strategy in SEZ operations

The AEO program within SEZs is guided by core principles that embed efficiency, compliance,
and facilitation into trade operations, while leveraging CATS to enhance regional connectivity.

a. Risk-Based Approach and Compliance Assurance — Prioritizes trusted operators while
maintaining oversight. AEO certification allows SEZ authorities to streamline inspections
and audits, focusing resources on higher-risk consignments without impeding legitimate
flows.

b. Integration with SEZ Frameworks — Aligns AEO standards with SEZ regulations and
incentives. Certified operators benefit from simplified procedures, priority processing, and
reduced documentation, enhancing competitiveness and attracting investment.

c. Digitalization and Data-Driven Decision-Making— Uses Single Window systems,
structured electronic data, and CATS integration to enable real-time risk assessment,
faster clearance, and enhanced transparency across borders.

d. Capacity Building and Stakeholder Collaboration — Invests in training for customs
personnel and private-sector operators. Promotes awareness of AEO standards and
fosters trust-based cooperation throughout the supply chain.

e. Global Recognition and Interoperability — Aligns with international standards and
advances MRAs. Embedding AEO within CATS strengthens regional interoperability and
expands market access for SEZ exporters.

f. Continuous Monitoring and Improvement — Establishes feedback loops and performance
reviews to keep the framework adaptive to new technologies, trade dynamics, and
regulatory shifts.

By anchoring the AEO program in these principles, and linking it with the operation of CATS,
SEZs can simultaneously strengthen compliance and security while enabling faster, more
predictable trade flows. This creates a competitive edge for SEZ operators, attracts investment,
and positions Central Asia as a more resilient and integrated trade ecosystem.

H. Pressing Challenges

Despite the clear benefits of the AEO program, several pressing challenges can impede its
effective implementation within SEZs. Fragmented regulatory frameworks, varying levels of digital
infrastructure, and limited interoperability between customs, SEZ management systems, and
regional platforms such as the Central Asia Transit System (CATS) often create bottlenecks in
information exchange and risk assessment. Many SMEs and new operators face difficulties in
meeting the rigorous compliance standards required for certification, while shortages of trained
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personnel and limited capacity within customs administrations delay audit and verification
processes.

In addition, ensuring consistent adherence to international standards and achieving mutual
recognition with foreign trading partners remain complex tasks, particularly in regions where
transit and trade facilitation practices are still evolving. Addressing these challenges is critical to
unlocking the full potential of the AEO program and ensuring that SEZs function as secure,
efficient, and globally competitive trade hubs.

To overcome these constraints and fully realize the benefits of the AEO program, a targeted and
coordinated implementation strategy is essential. This strategy must combine regulatory
alignment, digital integration, capacity building, and stakeholder engagement to address both
operational and compliance gaps. Leveraging the operational CATS platform will be central to
enhancing interoperability, enabling AEO-certified operators to benefit from faster transit
processing, standardized data exchange, and coordinated risk management across borders.

By systematically strengthening infrastructure, simplifying procedures for compliant operators,
including SMEs, and fostering collaboration between customs authorities, SEZ management, and
the private sector, the program can transform bottlenecks into enablers of trade efficiency. This
approach lays the groundwork for a phased rollout that not only mitigates current constraints but
also positions SEZs as secure, digitally connected, and globally recognized hubs for seamless
cross-border trade.

. Strategic Solutions through a Pilot Program

The implementation of the AEO program in SEZs can be effectively structured through a phased
roadmap that balances ambition with operational readiness. The first phase focuses on design
and assessment, establishing legal and regulatory frameworks, defining AEO criteria, and
conducting readiness assessments of SEZ operators and customs systems. The second phase,
pilot and capacity building, involves selecting initial operators for certification, providing targeted
training for both private and public sector stakeholders, and testing digital platforms for secure,
real-time information exchange.

The final phase, scale-up and continuous improvement, expands certification to all eligible
operators, integrates mutual recognition agreements with international partners, and implements
ongoing monitoring, performance measurement, and feedback mechanisms to ensure sustained
compliance, efficiency, and global competitiveness.

This phased approach ensures that the AEO program grows in a structured, manageable way
while generating tangible benefits for SEZ operations and cross-border trade. These four stages
form an integrated, digital-first clearance ecosystem. By ensuring that structured data flows
seamlessly from e-commerce checkout to final mile delivery, Central Asia can reduce clearance
times, cut costs, and position itself as a competitive and trusted hub for cross-border e-commerce
trade.

A critical enabler of this ecosystem is the operational CATS, which facilitates regional digital
transit management. By embedding CATS into the AEO pilot, SEZ-certified operators will benefit
from streamlined transit declarations, automatic data exchange across borders, and harmonized
risk management procedures. This integration ensures that compliance achieved in one SEZ is
recognized throughout the CAREC region, reducing duplication and accelerating cargo
movement along key corridors.
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To operationalize the AEO program within Special Economic Zones, a targeted pilot program will
be launched in close collaboration with the ADB, the KCS, and CAREC member country customs
administrations. This pilot will serve as a practical testbed for validating procedures, digital
systems, including CATS connectivity, and risk-based approaches under real operational
conditions, while building local capacity for sustainable implementation.

The pilot phase will focus on a select group of SEZ operators with high trade volumes and strong
compliance potential. These operators will undergo AEO certification under streamlined
procedures designed to reflect both global standards and the specific operational realities of SEZs
in CAREC countries. Through hands-on guidance and technical support from KCS, participating
customs administrations will gain exposure to internationally recognized best practices, including
risk profiling, inspection prioritization, and post-clearance verification.

Digital integration will be a key component of the pilot, leveraging secure electronic data exchange
between SEZ operators, logistics providers, and customs authorities to enhance efficiency,
transparency, and traceability of cross-border shipments. The operational use of CATS will
ensure real-time monitoring of transit cargo, support targeted inspections, and minimize
unnecessary checks by providing a trusted digital trail of AEO operators’ compliance history.

The pilot will also incorporate robust monitoring and evaluation mechanisms to capture lessons
learned, measure performance improvements, and identify operational bottlenecks.

By combining ADB’s regional development mandate, KCS's technical expertise, CAREC customs
administrations’ local knowledge, and the CATS regional platform, the pilot program will establish
a replicable model for broader AEO rollout. The outcomes will inform policy refinement, capacity
building programs, and digital infrastructure enhancements, ultimately positioning SEZs as
trusted, globally recognized hubs for safe and efficient international trade.

J. Timeline and Next Steps

The successful implementation of the AEO pilot program in Special Economic Zones (SEZs)
across CAREC countries requires a coordinated approach, leveraging the complementary
expertise of ADB, the KCS, and CAREC customs administrations. The program will progress
through four interconnected phases, each with clearly defined responsibilities to ensure structured
execution, measurable outcomes, and sustainable adoption. Importantly, the pilot will also
leverage the operational CATS to strengthen corridor-level visibility, ensure seamless movement
of goods, and anchor the program within an already functioning regional transit framework.

a. Phase 1: Design & Preparation (Months 1-3)

i. ADB: Lead stakeholder engagement, bringing together SEZ authorities,
CAREC customs administrations, and selected operators to ensure program
alignment with regional trade facilitation objectives. Provide advisory support
in developing the AEO implementation framework and establishing project
governance structures.

ii. KCS: Offer technical guidance on international AEO standards, compliance
criteria, and best practices for risk-based customs procedures. Advise on
digital integration requirements and audit methodologies, including linkages
with CATS to enable secure transit and clearance data flows.

ii. CAREC Customs: Contribute local regulatory insights, participate in the
selection of SEZ operators with strong trade volumes and compliance
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potential, and provide input for tailoring the AEO framework to national
contexts. Begin aligning domestic procedures with CATS operational protocols
to ensure compatibility from the outset.

b. Phase 2: Pilot Implementation (Months 4-9)

i. ADB: Oversee pilot rollout, ensuring that milestones are met and facilitating
coordination among stakeholders. Monitor progress, provide logistical support
for capacity-building activities, and report on pilot outcomes.

ii. KCS: Conduct hands-on training programs for CAREC customs officials and
SEZ operators, focusing on AEQO certification processes, risk-based
inspections, and digital data exchange. Provide on-site technical support
during audits and certification activities, including integration with CATS digital
systems.

iii. CAREC Customs: Execute AEO audits and certification for selected SEZ
operators, implement risk-based inspections, expedite clearance for compliant
operators, and maintain real-time digital communication with logistics providers
and SEZ operators. CATS will be used to test corridor-based interoperability,
ensuring that AEO-certified shipments are recognized and facilitated in transit
across participating CAREC countries.

c. Phase 3: Monitoring & Evaluation (Months 10-12)

i. ADB: Coordinate systematic monitoring of pilot performance, including metrics
such as clearance times, inspection rates, and compliance levels. Collect
lessons learned, synthesize insights, and facilitate knowledge sharing among
CAREC countries.

ii. KCS: Support evaluation of operational effectiveness, including risk profiling,
audit procedures, and digital system performance. Provide recommendations
to refine processes and strengthen capacity for scaling, while embedding
CATS-based data into performance assessments.

ii. CAREC Customs: Track operator compliance, review pilot outcomes, and
participate in feedback sessions to adjust procedures, optimize digital
workflows, and identify areas for further improvement. Monitoring will
specifically assess how AEO-certified SEZ operators benefit from reduced
transit times and predictable movement under CATS.

d. Phase 4: Scale-Up & Replication (Months 13-18)

i. ADB: Lead planning for broader program expansion to additional SEZ
operators and CAREC countries. Facilitate regional coordination, support the
establishment of mutual recognition agreements, and ensure long-term
alignment with trade facilitation objectives.

ii. KCS: Provide technical oversight and guidance to ensure consistency with
global standards, continue capacity-building efforts, and advise on best
practices for scaling operations and sustaining compliance.

iii. CAREC Customs: Extend AEO certification to a wider set of SEZ operators,
institutionalize digital systems and monitoring practices, and embed
sustainable processes to maintain operational efficiency and compliance over
the long term. As the program scales, CATS will serve as the backbone for
corridor-based facilitation, ensuring harmonized treatment of AEO operators
across borders and strengthening the credibility of CAREC'’s transit ecosystem.
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Through this structured sequence of steps, the program ensures that each stakeholder leverages
its expertise effectively: ADB coordinates and provides regional oversight, KCS contributes
technical knowledge and training, and CAREC customs operationalize certification, compliance,
and digital integration. By embedding the operational CATS into pilot implementation and long-
term rollout, the initiative creates a trusted, interoperable platform for secure and efficient cross-
border trade across SEZs and CAREC transit corridors.

" Meeting of the Central Asia Regional Economic Cooperation (CAREC)

ms Cooperation Committee
eptember 2025, Bishkek, Kyrgyz Republic




	The AEO status gives exporters and logistics operators faster processing, fewer inspections, and priority treatment, while enabling SMEs to more easily join cross-border e-commerce and regional supply chains. Integration with Single Window systems, el...
	With the CATS now operational, AEO-certified traders gain added value through expedited transit, harmonized procedures, and reduced duplication across multiple borders. Regional cooperation through phased mutual recognition agreements (MRAs), starting...

