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Introduction 

A massive increase in the number of sudden natural and similar disasters, to which donor 
countries and organizations are requested to provide urgent humanitarian assistance, has 
brought to light the need to increase the volume and efficiency of the . international 
community's contribution to humanitarian operations. Following adoption o'f resolution 46/182 
by the United Nations General Assembly in December 1991, Department of Humanitarian 
Assistance (DHA) in close cooperation with UN agencies and international community 
initiated several activities aimed at making this feasible. 

Soon it became evident that a quick delivery and employment of the international 
humanitarian assistance, including military, civil defence and civil protection assets, in 
international disaster relief operations on a broad scale would be hampered by the existing 
Customs practices lagging behind the changing reality. 

The first Workshop on Emergency Stockpiles held on 4-5 March 1993 in Geneva, and then 
the third Meeting of the St~ding Coordinating Group of the MCDA (Military and Civil 
Defense Assets) Project, held on 26 July 1993 in Geneva, agreed that, in addition to the 
identification of resources, there was also a need to develop and/or assure implementation of 
recommended simplified Customs procedures concerning disaster relief operations. 

Following those recommendations and a number of meetings and consultations with interested 
national and international organizations, DHA initiated the work on developing a Model 
Agreement between the United· Nations and. a State/Government of a Member Country 
concerning measures to expedite the import, export and transit of relief consignments and 
possessions of relief personnel in the event of disasters and emergencies. (Model Customs 
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Agreement). 

DHA approached the World Customs Orgaµization (WCO, until October 1994 - Customs 
Cooperation Council (CCC)) with the proposal to cooperate with DHA in the area of 
facilitation of delivery of international humanitarian assistance to disaster-affected areas. 

,-

, In May 1994 at its 153rd/154th sessions, the WCO Permanent Technical Committee 
(WCO/PTC) considered and approved the proposal, and included the development of a Model 
Customs Agreement in its Programme of Work. 

Taking into account the recommendations of the 1994 Meeting on Emergency Stockpiles and 
1994 Oslo International Conference on the use of Military and Civil Defense Assets (MCDA) 
in disaster relief operations, the first version · of the document was prepared in cooperation 
with the secretariat of WCO. It was sent for consider.ation to the .interested UN Agencies, 
international and national relief organizations and to the national Customs authorities in the 
countries-members of WCO in March 1995. 

On 9-10 May 1995 the Working Party (WP) of WCO/PTC discussed the draft together with 
the comments received from the interested UN Agencies and international and national relief 
organizations. The meeting recognized the importance of the document for facilitating 
delivery of urgent humanitarian assistance. 

Following the meeting, a revised text was prepared, commented upon by the interested bodies 
and organizations, including the United°Nations legal service, and presented to WP and then 
to WCO/PTC for approval during their sessions in the spring of 1996. 

' . . 

The April 1996 session of WCO/PTC approved in principle the text of the Model Customs 
Agreement between the United Nations and a Member State on application of facilitation 
. measures· to expedite the import; ·export and transit of relief consignments and possessions of 
rel1~f personnel in the event of disa·sters and emergencies. · 

' ... · ' 

Provisions of the agreements would apply, iii particular, to UN delegates, experts on mission 
for . the United Nations, to emergency response personnel to assist refugees and internally 
'displaced persons, to international search 'and rescu·e teams, medical teams, ·, specialised teams 
·prov1ded by foreign military, Civil defense and civil protection otganiiations (MCDA teams), 
to . g~vernniental service packages requested ·by · UN, and 'to United Nations Disaster 
Assessment and Coordination (UNDAC) teams. 

It is important to stress that the Model Customs Agreement does not substitute for articles 'II 
and V of the ,;Co1ivention on the privileges • and immunities of the United Nations'' (the 
Convention), providing, in particular, that: . . : 

. ,· 
"the United Nations, its assets·, income ·and other property· shall :be exempt from 
Customs duties·· and prohibitions and restrictions on imports and exports in respect of 
article& imported or exported by the United Nations for its official use" (Section 7 (b) 

· o·f Article II), and · ' · · · 

. "officials of the United Nations shall have the right to import free ·of duty their 
furnhtire arid effects at the tirrie of first taking up their post in'the country in question" 
(Section 18(g) of_ Article V). 
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As far as this category of shipments is concerned, the Model Customs Agreement 
complements · the Convention by providing for their (i. e. shipments') facilitated and 
expeditious Customs treatment if these shipments are effected within the framework of a UN 

· . disaster relief operation. So far this issue has never been the subject of an agreement between 
UN and governments. 

However, the scope of the Model Customs Agreement is not limited to that category of goods 
which, in fact, constitute an important, but minor part of relief consignments usually shipped 
to a particular disaster site. The agreement covers also other goods constituting the bulk of 
relief consignments, namely: · 

- disaster relief goods which are intended for distribution to the population in need of 
assistance; and 

- equipment which is sent to assist the country affected by the disaster to cope with the .its 
consequences and which should be returned to the sender after . the termination of the relief 
operation. It might be both specialized (e.g. robots during Chernobyl disaster) and common 
(e.g. generators during hurricane "Louis" disaster) equipment. · 

Though this, second category of disaster relief consignments might be addressed to the UN 
office or to an embassy in the affected country, it is not considered by Customs to be covered 
by the immunities and privileges extended to the UN and foreign governments because it is 
not imported or exported by the United Nations or government for its official ust · 
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. Approved by the Permanent Technical Committee 
of the World Customs Organization 

at its 157-158th sessions in Apiil 1996 

MODEL AGREEMENT 

between' the United Nations and State/Government of ---~--'---
concerning measures to expedite the import, export and transit of relief consignments and 

possessi_ons of relief personnel in the event of disasters and emergencies 

Whereas ·paragraph 3 of th!! Annex to United Nations General Assembly Resolution 46/182 
underlines that huinani,tarian assistance should be provided in accordance with the consent of 
and in principle on the basis ofan appeal by the affected country, and that the sovereignty, 
territorial integrity and national unity of States must be fully respected in accordance with the 
Chillier of the .United Nations; . 

. Wh~ryaS paragraph 6 of the said Annex calls upon the States, whose populations are i~ need 
of humanitanan assistance; to fac_ilitate the work of intergovernmental and non-governmental 
organizations in implementing this assistance; . . 

Whereas paragraph 7 of the said Annex urges the States in proximity to emergencies to 
participate closely with the affected countries in international efforts, with a view to 
facilitating, to the extent possible, the transit of humanitarian assistance; 

Whereas paragraph 28 of the said Annex instructs the United Nations to continue to make 
appropriate arrangements with interested Governments and intergovernmental and non
governmental organizations to enable it to have more expeditious access, when necessary, to 
their emergency relief capacities, including food reserves, emergency stockpiles and personnel, 
as well as logistic support; · 

Whereas paragraph 29 of the said Annex further instructs the United Nations to develop 
special emergency rules and procedures to enable all organizations to procure quickly 
emergency supplies and equipment; 

Whereas paragraph 30 of the said Annex requests disaster-prone countries to develop special 
emergency procedures to expedite the rapid procurement and deployment of equipment and 
relief supplies; 

Whereas paragraph 4 of United Nations General Assembly Resolution 47/168 calls upon 
potential donors to adopt necessary measures to increase and expedite their contributions, 
including setting aside, on a stand-by basis, financial and other resources that can be disbursed 
quickly to the United Nations system in response to the consolidated appeals of the Secretary 
General; 

Whereas paragraph 8 of the said Resolution requests the Secretary General, after consultations 
with Governments, to · report on ways and means to improve further United Nations capability 



in the areas of prevention and preparedness in relation to natural disasters and other 
emergencies, in particular emergencies involving food, medicines, shelter and health care, as 
provided in General Assembly resolution 46/182; · 

Whereas the United Nations Department of Humanitarian Affairs serves as the central focal 
point in the United Nations with Governments, intergovernmental and non-governmental -
organizations concerning the United Nations emergency relief operations; 

Whereas the Customs Co-operation Council adopted, on 8 June 1970, a Recommendation to 
expedite the forwarding of relief consignments in the event of disasters; · 

Whereas the International Convention on the simplification and harmonization of Customs 
procedures (Kyoto Convention), the Customs Convention on the ATA carnet for the 
temporary admission of goods (ATA Convention), the Convention on Temporary Admission 
(Istanbul Convention), the Convention on International Civil Aviation (Chicago Convention) 
and the International Maritime organization Convention on Facilitation of International 
Maritime Traffic recommend simplified procedures and other facilitation measures to be 
applied, inter alia, to the transborder movement of relief consignments and possessions of 
disaster relief personnel; 

Whereasthe State/Government of wishes ------ ------ --------
to contribute to the expeditious delivery of international humanitarian assistance to the 
disaster-affected population; 

Now therefore, the United Nations represented by 

(the United Nations Department of Humanitarian Affairs or a designated United Nations Agency) 

and the State/Government of - --------------------- ---
represented by ----------------- ------------
hereby agree as follows: 

ARTICLE 1. 

Definitions 

For the purpose of this Agreement the term: 

1.1. "Disaster" means: 

A serious disruption of the functioning of the society, causing widespread human, 
material, or environmental losses which exceed the ability of affected society to cope 
using only its own resources. · 

The term covers all disasters irrespective of their cause (i.e both natural and 
manmade). 
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1.2 .. "Disaster relief personnel" means: 

Individuals, groups of individuals, teams and constituted units executing delivery of 
humanitarian assistance within the framework of a United Nations relief operation. 

Examples of disaster relief personnel that can be involved in any particular disaster 
are: 

UN delegates; 
Experts on mission for the United Nations; 
Emergency response perso!1Ilel to assist refugees and internally displaced 
persons; 
International Search and Rescue teams; 
Medical teams; 
Specialised teams provided by foreign military, civil defense and civil 
protection organizations (MCDA teams); 
United Nations Disaster Assessment and Co-ordination (UNDAC) te'am. 

1.3. "Possessions of disaster relief personnel" means: 

All equipment, provisions, supplies, personal effects and other goods brought for 
and/or by disaster relief personnel in order to perform their duties and to otherwise 
support them in living and working in the country of the disaster throughout the 
duration of their mission. 

1 .4. "Relief consignment" means: 

Goods, such as vehicles and other means of transport, foodstuffs, medicaments, 
clothing, blankets, tents, prefabricated houses, water purifying and water storage items, 
or other goods of prime necessity,, forwarded as aid to those affected by disaster. 

1.5. "Unit~d Nations relief operation" means: 

Assistance and/or intervention, by the United Nations, a United Nations Agency or on 
its behalf, during or after disaster to meet the life preservation and basic subsistence 
needs. It can be of emergency or protracted duration. 

' 
1.6. "Emergency" means: 

A sudden and usually unforeseen event that calls for immediate measures to minimize 
its adverse consequences. 
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Included are: 

ARTICLE 2. 

Organizations involved in United Nations relief operations 

United Nations (UN) 
UN Agencies 
Governmental (GOV), intergovernmental (IGO) and non-governmental (NGO) 
organizations certified by the UN as bona fide participants within the 
framework of a United Nations relief operation 
Transport carriers contracted by the UN, a UN agency or a UN certified 
GOV/IGO/NGO for transportation of relief consignment(s) and/or possessions 
of disaster relief personnel. 

ARTICLE 3. 

Facilitation measures for United Nations relief operations 

The State/Government of _____________________ agrees to: 

3.1. With respect to exports: 

3 .1.1. Waive aiiy economic export prohibitions or restrictions, and any export duties or taxes, 
in respect of goods contained in relief consignments destined for countries having 
suffered disasters and in possessions of disaster relief personnel; · 

3.1.2. Accept at exportation, as a general rule, the written summary declarations made out 
by the UN, or its agencies, or organizations involved in UN relief operations as · 
detailed in Article 2_ of this Agreement, of relief consignments as evidence of the 
contents and of the intended use of such consignments; 

3 .1.3. Take such steps as may be necessary in order that the Customs authorities where the 
exports are made are in a position to: 

a) expeditiously examine, only when necessary for security or 
narcotics/contraband control purposes and where appropriate by applying 
sampling or selective techniques against the summary declaration, the contents 
of the relief consignments and possessions of disaster relief personnel, and 
certify the results of this examination on that declaration; 

b) where possible, place such consignments under Customs seals where such 
action is li~ely to avoid delays in the forwarding of the goods at later stages 
in their journey; 
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c) permit such consignments to be presented for export clearance at any approved 
Customs office and, in stockpile States, in advance of the need for actual 
export; and 

d) permit such consignments to be placed in a Customs warehouse for subsequent 
export, for providing humanitarian assistance; 

3.2. With respect to transhipment or transit: 

3.2.1. Allow operators, under supervision of the public authorities concerned, to disassemble 
transhipment cargo including shipments in containers and on pallets, so that they may 
sort and reassemble shipments for onward carriage without examination, except for 
reasons of security or in special circumstances, and subject only to simple 
documentation where required; 

3 .2.2. Facilitate as far as possible the carriage of relief consignments and possessions effects 
of disaster relief personnel in Customs transit, with due regard to any action taken 
under paragraph 3.1.3. above; 

· 3.3. With respect to imports: 

3 .3 .1. Allow admission free of import duties and taxes or charges having an equivalent effect 
and free of economic import prohibitions or restrictions in respect of: 

a). all relief consignments imported by the UN, or its agencies, or organizations 
involved in UN disaster relief operations as detailed in Article 2 of this 
agreement, for distribution free of charge by them or under their control to 
victims of disaster in their territory, in particular where such consignments 
consist of foodstuffs, medicaments, clothing, blankets, tents, prefabricated 
houses or other goods of prime necessity; 

b) possessions of disaster relief personnel delivering humanitarian assistance; 

3.3.2. Facilitate the temporary admission, with conditional relief from import duties and taxes 
of any equipment required by the UN or its agencies or organizations involved in 
disaster relief detailed in Article 2 of this Agreement, and used by them or under their 
control in action undertaken to alleviate the effects of a disaster; and whenever 
possible not to require security but accept an undertaking given by them to re-export 
such equipment; 

This equipment covers inter alia : 

transmission and communication equipment; 

Water purifying and water storage items; 

all equipment, machinery, tools and electronic devices required by technical specialists, 
such as doctors, engineers, communications technicians, logisticians, community workers, 
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etc. to perform their duties; 

equipment not directly involved in relief operations but used to fight and eliminate the 
consequences of natural and similar disasters, e.g. for elimination of pollution of all types, 
decontamination of buildings and territories, inspection o( industrial structures, etc.; 

administrative support items such as office equipment, e.g. computers, photocopiers. and 
typewritters, expendable supplies, staff security items and administrative manuals and 
documents; 

tents, prefabricated and mobile staff accommodation units and associated materials 
including cooking and dining equipment and supplies, sanitation requirements and 
compound safety/security items; 

possessions of disaster relief personnel; 

means of transport and spare parts and equipment for their repair; 

animals for rescue operations, e.g. specially trained dogs. 

3.3.3. Authorize and make suitable arrangements for the relief consignments, including those in 
containers and on pallets and the possessions of disaster relief personnel to be examined and/or 
released outside the hours and places normally prescribed, and to waive any charges for 
Customs attendance; 

3.3.4. Allow operator and importers to subrdit manifest ,~nd entry details to Customs prior to arrival 
of the relief consignments in order to facilitate immediate release; 

. . . . .. - . . 
3.3.5. Accomplish physical examination of cargo, when required, on a sampling or selective basis, 

and carry out such examination as -rapidly as possible; 

3.3.6. Ma~e arrangements whereby the.maximum num.ber of relief consignments can .be released 
promptly after arrival upon presentation of a provisionnal entry document. ;or a legally 
acceptable electronic equivalent, subject to complete fulfilment of Customs and other 
requirements within a specified ·time limit. 

ARTICLE 4. 

Application of facilitation measures · 

The measures in Article 3 shall be applied: 

to relief consignments and possessions of disaster relief personnel sent to disaster-affected 
areas by any of the organizations referred to in Article 2 of this Agreement; 

by Customs at the points of entry and/or exit, whether or not they have been informed by their 
superior administration of a particular relief consignment and/or possessions of disaster relief 
personnel. 



ARTICLE 5. 

Ad~hoc adjustments 

The United Nations and the State/Government of ----~~-----------
may conclude ad-hoc adjustments to the present Agreement. 

ARTICLE 6. 

Non-waiver of immunity 

Nothing contained in this agreement shall be deemed a waiver, express or implied, of any immunity 
from suit or legal process, or of any privilege, exemption or other immunity enjoyed or which may 
be enjoyed by the United Nations and its personnel by virtue of the Convention on the Privileges and 
Immunities of the United Nations adopted by the General Assembly on 13 February 1946. 

ARTICLE 7. 

Entry into force, amendment and termination 

7.1 This Agreement shall enter into force (within __ days) upon its signature by both parties. 

7 .2 This Agreement may be amended only by a written instrument signed by both parties. 

7.3 This Agreement may be terminated by either party on 90 days written notice to the other 
party. 
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ANNEX 
Model UN Certificate 

Issuing Organization 

· (United Nations Department of Humanitarian Affairs or a designated UN Agency) 

TO WHOM IT MAY CONCERN 

This is to certify that 

(mim~ .of an organization, .individual, group of individuals, team, constituted unit, etc.) 

is • a bona fide participant of the United Nations relief operation undertaken at the request of 
the Government of 

(name of requesting country) 

in order to provide international assistance to meet the life preservation and basic subsistence 
needs resulting from 

(name of the natural disaster, complex emergency, environmental emergency, etc.) 

and as such is entitled to the application · of the Customs facilitation measures which are 
applied to the relief consignment(s) and/or possessions of disaster relief personnel involved in 
United Nations relief operations by Customs authorities at the points of entry and/or exit. 

All those whom it may concern are requested to extend to the bearer the facilities, privileges 
and immunities which pertain to and facilitate by all suitable means the execution of the 
mission on which he is engaged. 

The holder of this certification and his representatiye(s) will be held responsible for 
compliance with the laws and regulations of the country/Customs territory of departure 
and the countries/Customs territories of temporary admission. 

This certification is valid until 

Done in 
(place) 

.................... ! .......................... ./ ......................... .. 
(year/month/day) 

on .......................................... . 
(year/month/day) 

Signature of authorised Official and stamp of the Issuing Organization 
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The DHA-Geneva contact point is: 

Mr. Dmitri Balabanov, Senior Programme Officer 
Relief Coordination Branch 

tel.:+41/22/9172827 (direct) 
+41/22/9171234 (switchboard) 
fax. :+41/22/9170023 
telex:414242 DHA CH 
cable:DHAGVA GENEVA 
E-mail: Internet - dimitri.balabanov@dha.unicc.org 
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