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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY



Governments worldwide have adopted extraordinary migration management measures to address the 
multiple challenges arising from the COVID-19 pandemic, including travel restrictions, border closures, and 
caps on or temporary suspension of immigration.

The closure of local and cross-border transportation infrastructures, including border control points, 
has highlighted the vital contribution of small-scale cross-border traders (SSCBT) to local supply chain 
management, community-level resilience, and national economic stability. Restrictions on the mobility of 
small-scale cross-border traders and migrant entrepreneurs has increased their vulnerability and limited the 
potential of their activities to contribute to ongoing socioeconomic recovery efforts and planning.

This exploratory piece examines the relationship between cross-border trade (CBT) and human mobility 
across borders in the context of COVID-19 socioeconomic recovery planning and outlines priorities for joint 
action by countries of the Greater Mekong Subregion (GMS), local partners, and the international community. 
The piece adopts a cross-thematic and intersectional approach to the discussion of potential policy responses, 
with guidance from the International Organization for Migration’s (IOM) Seven Pillars for Integrating Human 
Mobility into Cross-Border Trade Facilitation in the context of COVID-19, namely: 

This piece is intended to contribute to policy and operational responses that integrate human mobility and 
border management into trade facilitation responses in the context of COVID-19 by highlighting areas of 
thematic overlap and posing broad questions for further research. It draws on existing studies and builds 
from an earlier IOM study, “Cross-border Trade and Border Management in Select Countries and Borders 
in the COMESA Region: A Case Study.” and can be read alongside IOM’s Global Strategic Response and 
Recovery Plan (SRRP).

Since the outbreak of the pandemic in December 2019, IOM, United Nations partners, and regional bodies 
have published a wide range of research on COVID-19 approaches and responses. This piece seeks to 
consolidate findings from a plethora of sources and highlight the challenges to small-scale and informal trade 
that require further research. Through inclusive approaches to mitigate the impact of the pandemic, our 
global community will be able to build back better.

PILLAR 1

PILLARS OF INTEGRATING 
HUMAN MOBILITY INTO 
CROSS-BORDER TRADE 
FACILITATION IN THE 

CONTEXT OF COVID-19

Facilitation of the movement of persons across borders

Health, trade and cross-border 
population mobility

Information technology, digital 
economy, and cross-border trade

Mainstreaming gender and 
protecting vulnerable groups 
among cross-border traders

Security at borders – Ensuring the 
regular movement of goods and 

persons

Empowering and capacitating 
cross-border traders

Social and humanitarian response

PILLAR 2PILLAR 7

PILLAR 3PILLAR 6

PILLAR 4PILLAR 5
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OVERVIEW



Despite prior economic and crisis planning, the 
countries of the Greater Mekong Subregion 
(GMS)1 have experienced severe economic shocks 
across several sectors due to border closures and 
demanding public health measures.2 While GDP 
across the GMS has rebounded in 2021 at 6.1 per 
cent growth, informal employment (unregistered, 
unregulated, or unauthorized employment) will 
require additional time and resources to rebound to 
pre-pandemic levels.3 As GMS States seek short and 
medium-term strategies for coping with economic 
recovery, such as engagement with regional trade 
bodies, provision of emergency relief, and national 
recovery programming, an understanding of the 
relationship between small-scale cross-border trade 
facilitation, border management, and transport 
connectivity in the current and post-pandemic 
environment will be crucial to ensure sustainable 
economic growth and enhance human security.

In the Greater Mekong Subregion, small-scale 
cross-border traders (SSCBT) are diverse in their 
local context and profiles, engagement with local, 
transnational, and regional supply chains, and needs 
and livelihood strategies. Indigenous groups residing 
in Northern Lao People’s Democratic Republic 
along the Thai, Burmese, and Chinese borders 
may engage in different networks and supply 
chains than traders transiting the well-established 
Aranyaprathet-Poipet (Thailand–Cambodia) border 

control point.  Moreover, the placement of modern 
national borders, and the consequent division 
of indigenous groups across states, may further 
dictate the availability of cross-border networks 
and knowledge exchange of irregular border 
crossing routes. The diversity of small-scale cross-
border traders in the Greater Mekong Subregion 
necessitates that governments adopt a diverse 
range of context-specific operational and policy 
responses for emergency support, sustainable trade 
facilitation, digital inclusion, and transparent border 
management practices.

Governments of GMS countries have instituted 
a variety of policies and mitigation measures to 
address cross-border mobility and trade, with varied 
results. Most notably, the Greater Mekong Subregion 
Economic Cooperation Program facilitates a GMS 
Transport and Trade Facilitation Action Program. 
While almost all GMS countries have begun outlining 
long-term policy strategies for recovery, they face 
the critical challenge of balancing competing public 
health priorities, ensuring food security, maintaining 
economic activity, and managing mobility. Adopting 
an intersectional lens, the following sections address 
several of the layered challenges facing small-scale 
cross-border traders and governments during 
COVID-19 and note key areas for further research, 
collaboration, and action on mobility futures in the 
Greater Mekong Subregion.

Small-scale cross-border trade is typically 
characterized by low levels of capitalization and 
small numbers of employees or individually owned 
enterprises (e.g. MSMEs, brick-and-mortar shops, 
cart or vehicle rentals, and so forth).5 They typically 
deal in low-volume, low-value food, essential goods, 
or household items for sale in local markets within 

border zones and can encompass a myriad of small 
traders, middle persons, transporters, artisans, and 
other individuals involved in the supply chain and 
movement of goods across the border.6 Small-scale 
cross-border traders may conduct daily or weekly 
trade and trade-related activities and typically 
transport goods using carts or motor vehicles, 

4.1 | DEFINING SMALL-SCALE CROSS-BORDER TRADE

1. For the purpose of this policy brief, “GMS countries” refer to Cambodia, Lao People’s Democratic Republic, Myanmar, Thailand, and 
Viet Nam.

2. ADB, 2021a
3. Ibid.
4. Thiesmeyer, 2010
5. IOM, 2020
6. EAP Gender, 2016; IOM, 2020
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E

Traders who own or rent brick 
and mortar stores in the cross-
border market of the neighbouring 
country but live in the country of 
origin and cross the border daily 
to open the store. 

although they may also hire others to transport 
goods in their place or pool transport with other 
local traders.7 While many SSCBTs engage in activities 
by boat, including those who directly sell or transport 

seafood and related products, this issue brief does not 
focus on this subgroup. Although the engagement of 
cross-border traders is complex, the nature of trade 
can be broadly categorized as follows:

Traders can fill an important gap in local economic 
resilience by ensuring the continuity of the food 
supply and other essential goods for low-income 
households in need of cheap products, particularly 
when formal trade or emergency support is limited 
due to crisis and/or lack of infrastructure. They help 
stabilize small economies and generate demand 
across borders, particularly in border towns and 
isolated communities far from urban centers, 
perform quality checks on goods, operate brick-
and-mortar shops and market stalls, and engage in 
a number of financial and procurement activities. 
In addition, cross-border trade itself serves as 
a livelihood strategy for reducing poverty and 
supporting socioeconomic empowerment on the 
personal and household level, with accompanying 
national and regional benefits (e.g. strengthened 
supply chains, food security).8

The closure of border control points and enactment 
of mobility and travel restrictions, coupled with the 

physical and psychological challenges  posed by high 
rates of COVID-19 infection have contributed to the 
destabilization of informal small-scale cross-border 
trade as a traditional livelihood strategy, additionally 
impacting its viability as a socioeconomic recovery 
strategy during COVID-19. Government strategies 
to mitigate disease transmission from COVID-19 
have: led to shortages in goods and food for rural 
communities dependent on informal cross-border 
trade; disrupted local financial networks and supply 
chains dependent on traders; facilitated space for 
the smuggling of goods and even corruption at 
border control points; increased reliance on migrant 
smuggling services and irregular movement9; resulted 
in a significant loss of capital and increased debt for 
traders; resulted in the partial loss of agency for 
female traders; led to decreased awareness of border 
crossing procedures and regulations; and highlighted 
a lack of access to pre-existing and emerging digital 
markets, among other concerns. 

A B

D

C

Traders who travel to a 
neighbouring country to buy 
goods from wholesalers and 
retailers for resale in their 
country of origin.

Traders who travel to a 
neighbouring country to buy and 
then sell the goods there.

Traders who travel to a 
neighbouring country to sell 
their goods in informal and retail 
stores.

Traders who travel to a 
neighbouring country to sell their 
goods and use the money realized 
from selling their products to buy 
goods for resale in their country 
of origin.

7. UNECA, 2020 
8. SAIIA, 2020; IOM, 2020
9. UNODC, 2020
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Failure to implement mitigation and future prevention 
measures may result in further entrenchment 
of financial hardship for border communities, 
isolated households, and consumers and producers 
participating in or dependent on cross-border 
supply chains, as well as food and goods scarcity. 
Widespread collapse of local economies and 
cross-border trade may significantly affect inclusive 
socioeconomic recovery and slow development 
processes leading to the full participation of cross-
border traders in digitizing markets, protection 
of sustainable and environmentally secure supply 
chains, and maintenance of national security.

The following thematic sections will introduce 
broad emerging challenges facing small-scale cross-
border traders during the COVID-19 pandemic 
and areas for consideration and inclusion in future 
preparedness and response plans. Each section 
concludes with a brief discussion of opportunities 
for further research, as data gaps remain and pose a 
significant challenge to additional data collection on 
the target population due to the informal nature of 
their practices (e.g. lack of official registration, and 
so forth). Adopting an inter-thematic approach, the 
sections are as follows:

FACILITATION OF SAFE, 
SECURE, AND TIMELY 
MOVEMENTS OF PERSONS 
ACROSS BORDERS

PROTECTING AND 
EMPOWERING INDIVIDUALS 
ENGAGED IN CROSS-BORDER 
TRADE

SUSTAINABILITY, THE ‘NEW 
NORMAL,’ AND DIGITIZATION 
FOR SMALL-SCALE CROSS-
BORDER TRADERS

4.2

4.3

4.4

This section engages with thematic 
Pillar 1 (Facilitation of cross-border 
movement), Pillar 6 (Security at borders 
and regular movement), and Pillar 2 
(Health and mobility).

This section engages with thematic Pillar 
3 (Mainstreaming gender and protecting 
vulnerable groups) and Pillar 5 (Social and 
humanitarian response).

This section engages with thematic Pillar 
4 (Empowering cross-border traders) 
and Pillar 7 (Information technology and 
digital economy).

The document ends with a recommendations section 
that details possible interventions on the policy, point 
of entry (PoE), and community levels.
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All GMS countries officially closed their land borders 
in early 2020, with staggered re-opening and re-
closing throughout 2020–2021.10 While border 
closures may serve as a useful short-term emergency 
response measure prior to the proliferation of 
domestic positive COVID-19 cases, maintaining 
open borders and facilitating safe and secure trade 
during COVID-19 is essential to support livelihood 
maintenance and dependent communities, deter 
irregular movement and smuggling of both goods 
and migrants, combat human trafficking, and 
facilitate sustainable economic growth.11 Prior to 
the COVID-19 pandemic, small-scale cross-border 
traders described several common challenges 
at border control points, namely: bribery and 
corruption, cumbersome border processes, 
harassment, and unevenly applied taxes and rules.12 
Many of these challenges faced by traders in GMS 
countries have been exacerbated due to COVID-19 
border closures, while new challenges have emerged 
as governments continue to amend and shift public 
health measures and mobility restrictions.

Cross-border traders have continued to describe 
cases of bribery and corruption during the pandemic, 
in relation to immigration and customs officials at 
border control points, local police, and labour officials 
at work permit and visa application centers. Mobility 
and labour restrictions in response to COVID-19 
have resulted in an unprecedented demand for 
cross-border movement and accompanying 
documentation, including health documents for 
entry and employment (e.g. proof of vaccination, 
COVID-19 tests, fit-to-work, and so forth), and 
government employees in rural, isolated areas 
have taken advantage of the increased demand.13 
Officials on both sides of the border may facilitate 
migrant smuggling and labour trafficking or, in some 
cases, allowing individuals to circumvent mandatory 
quarantines.  Failure of cross-border traders to pay 
bribes, however, may jeopardize communities on 
both sides of the border by restricting household 
livelihoods strategies, contributing to food and 
goods shortages, and adding additional costs to all 
supply chain participants. 

10. Some states prohibited all cross-border travel and transport while others, such as Lao People’s Democratic Republic, allowed some 
authorized trade to continue. ADB, 2021a

11. OECD, 2020; UNCTAD, 2020a
12. SAIIA, 2020
13. United States Department of State, 2021

4.2 |  FACILITATION OF SAFE, SECURE, AND TIMELY MOVEMENTS OF  
 PERSONS ACROSS BORDERS

CASE STUDIES:

LACK OF INTER-
AGENCY 
COORDINATION

In response to the rapid escalation of COVID-19 cases in 
Myanmar in August 2020, Thai border agencies significantly 
limited the number of trucks authorized to cross between 
Tachileik (Myanmar) and Mae Sai (Thailand) without formal 
coordination with Burmese border agencies. Myanmar 
authorities responded by implementing similar limits, resulting in 
the lengthy delay of food and essential goods (e.g. over 1 week 
to cross the border), spoilage and decreased stock, loss of capital 
and revenue for traders, and increase in the cost of trading, and 
creation of space for bribery, among other consequences. The 
situation was later resolved through direct bilateral negotiation 
on daily limits.

The Nation Thailand, 2020

OVERVIEW
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Attempting to respond to the rise in human trafficking 
due to COVID-19, some governments have shifted 
the financial burden of counter-trafficking work to 
border officials by mandating that investigative work 
be conducted through reimbursement of personal 
expenses.14 Lack of resources, physical infrastructure, 
oversight, and training for border officials in remote 
border control points may then open avenues for 
corruption in interactions with regular migrants, 
such as cross-border traders. While most of the 
GMS countries actively develop and disseminate 
national anti-corruption programming, especially 
after the COVID-19 outbreak, programs have 
not necessarily led to the development of feasible 
oversight or active reporting mechanisms that allow 
for thorough investigations and protect informants.15

Delays at border control points, resulting from 
the imposition of daily limits on the number of 
vehicles (with partial or full closure for individuals 
on foot) due to COVID-19 border closures and 
the proliferation of export controls and license 
requirements on PPE and related medical goods,16 
have led to an increase in the cost of trading, the 
risk of spoilage for perishable products, loss of 
capital, and increased exposure without access to 

WASH facilities and food for traders themselves. 
While some border crossings have been reinstated 
for trade, without daily limits, the uneven application 
of quotas across national border control points and 
along prominent GMS economic corridors may 
place traders in vulnerable situations, reduce the 
impact of small-scale trade, encourage bribery, and 
result in the loss of goods. 

Lack of coordination among border agencies and 
between national agencies on both sides of the 
border during COVID-19 has further contributed 
to delays for traders crossing borders, an increase in 
the risk of harassment and bribery, food and goods 
shortages in border communities, an increase in the 
cost of trade, and has created space for traders to 
potentially explore irregular options. Unilateral and 
reactionary responses at border control points due to 
ongoing fluctuations in national disease transmission 
rates among GMS countries can impede sustainable 
socioeconomic recovery planning and increase 
the demand for services provided by transnational 
crime syndicates and employers usually dependent 
on migrant labour (e.g. irregular crossing, labour 
trafficking, migrant smuggling, smuggling of goods, 
smuggling of drugs, and so forth).17 

CASE STUDIES:

CLOSURE OF 
BORDER CONTROL 
POINTS

Viet Nam closed their land border control points at the beginning 
of the COVID-19 pandemic and maintained strict measures on 
protocols for trucks transporting food and goods (e.g. changing 
drivers, use of personal protective equipment, limits on the 
type of transport, and so forth). While strong domestic disease 
control measures have met with some success, and the Border 
Guard High Command claimed to have established nearly 
1,600 border checkpoints to control COVID-19 and facilitate 
trade, unilateral border closures for small-scale cross border 
traders, entrepreneurs, and migrants resulted in a significant 
increase in irregular migration along land borders with China 
and Cambodia. In 2020 alone, border officers identified 32,679 
irregular migrants during patrols.

14. Ibid.
15. Ibid.
16. UNCTAD, 2020 
17. Case studies: The Nation Thailand, 2020; Viet Nam News, 2021

Viet Nam News, 2021

INTEGRATING HUMAN MOBILITY INTO CROSS-BORDER TRADE, 
TRADE FACILITATION, AND BORDER MANAGEMENT DURING COVID-19

6

INTERNATIONAL ORGANIZATION FOR MIGRATION (IOM)



Changing quarantine and health document 
regulations implemented on either side of border 
control points have contributed to delays in cross-
border trade, increased the cost of small-scale 
trade, contributed to an increase in document 
fraud, and placed small-scale cross-border traders 
in vulnerable situations. While some countries, such 
as Thailand, place time limits on truck drivers who 
want to avoid a 14-day quarantine, small-scale trade 
during COVID-19 is not always feasible within such 
time constraints, due to poor road conditions or 
vehicle quotas. Given the unpredictable and often 
unilateral changes in health document requirements 
by country (e.g. proof of negative PCR tests, proof 
of negative antigen tests, proof of vaccination, fit-

to-travel form, Certificate of Entry, pledge to 
quarantine, and so forth), small-scale cross-border 
traders may lack the necessary information, time, 
and funds to regularly coordinate documentation 
in a manner conducive with livelihoods activities. 
Border officials have also reported challenges when 
examining health documents for fraud, which poses 
a security and public health risk. Finally, there have 
been reports of overcrowding, lack of adequate 
WASH facilities, substandard living conditions, and 
lack of privacy and accommodation for migrants 
of varying gender identities at some quarantine 
facilities operated near border control points, as 
well as reports of sub-standard conditions at border 
control points themselves.18

What mitigation measures were used by 
cross-border traders themselves during 
COVID-19? 

Such livelihood strategies may include pooling 
resources (e.g. cluster trading) and transportation, 
crossing borders irregularly, creating new support 
and/or information networks to share information on 
routes and border crossings, or competing directly 
with domestic markets. Further research may also 
consider changes to/restructuring in domestic 
markets resulting from increased competition due 
to border closures resulting from COVID-19 or 
attempts to circumvent border closures by way of 
irregular crossings, smuggling of goods, or migrant 
smuggling.

What mechanisms exist at points of entry to 
regulate bribery, harassment, and corruption 
exacerbated by COVID-19 border restrictions? 

Mechanisms may include reporting and referral 
measures (e.g. hotline, visible personnel numbers, 
CCTV cameras, mobile applications, and so forth), 
multilingual signage or recordings informing migrants 
of their rights and obligations, integration of 
automated visa and permit applications, integration 
of digitized license plate/fast pass detectors, or the 
implementation of agency-wide accountability and 
reporting measures. Further research may also 
consider mechanisms to address the solicitation of 
bribes during the 90-day visa reporting for migrant 
entrepreneurs and traders.

OPPORTUNITIES FOR FURTHER EXPLORATION

CASE STUDIES:

HEALTH 
RESTRICTIONS FOR 
CROSS-BORDER 
TRADE

Thailand has imposed limits on the time that truck drivers 
and cross-border traders may spend conducting activities 
in Cambodia; if a driver (and assistant) remains in Cambodia 
overnight, they must undertake a 14-day quarantine upon 
their return. For truck drivers employed by large companies, 
the cost of quarantine falls on the company, while small-scale 
cross-border traders must pay out of pocket for quarantine and 
testing.

18. UNICEF, 2020; SAIIA, 2020; WHO, 2020; ILO, 2020

World Health Organization, June 2020
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Public health measures and mobility restrictions 
resulting from the pandemic have drastically altered 
supply chain management and disrupted traditional 
business models across several major industries in 
the Greater Mekong Subregion. Moreover, initial 
emergency measures and lockdowns in 2020 have 
resulted in the significant loss of capital for many 
entrepreneurs and small business owners, including 
income, savings, investments, loans, and funds 
from family and community networks. Women 
cross-border traders, traders with diverse gender 
identities, and those with specific accessibility 
requirements have experienced additional challenges 
during COVID-19 due to changes to household-
level care responsibilities, changes to transportation 
options, power differentials between traders and 
local government, decreased access to short and 
medium-term pandemic recovery funds, inability to 
access information on resources, and low levels of 
digital literacy, however, similar challenges apply to 
most individuals engaged in informal activity during 
the pandemic.

Power differentials that existed prior to the 
pandemic, such as the dynamic between border 
officials and traders or the relationships between 
traders and those in the supply chain, may further 
impede the ability of small-scale cross-border 
traders, particularly women traders, to operate in 
a lockdown context. With some countries limiting 
the daily number of small-scale traders or vehicles 
crossing a border control point and with increased 
wait times until consumers purchase goods, women 
traders may experience bribery and exploitation at 
higher rates than their male counterparts due to a 
lack of negotiating power, especially when interacting 

with male customs and border officials.19 The ability 
to access resources, transportation, and negotiate 
with other supply chain participants at a community 
level may be further impeded due to a larger burden 
of care stemming from mobility restrictions and an 
increase domestic competition for limited goods.20 
Power differentials, including the misrepresentation 
of needs and communication difficulties, may also 
exist between traders and donors, especially during 
the COVID-19 context where livelihoods strategies 
may temporarily become illegal or irregular.21

Lack of access to capital during the COVID-19 
pandemic may severely restrict future activities of 
small-scale cross-border traders and place them in 
vulnerable financial situations. While many informal 
traders typically rely on their savings and seek 
additional operational cash flow from extended 
community networks,22 the widespread loss of 
income in the informal sector and the closure of 
brick-and-mortar shops in border markets has 
led to a loss of stock and start-up funds. As most 
small-scale cross-border traders do not register 
their business or income-generating activities 
with local government and remain unbanked, they 
face additional challenges to securing loans from 
traditional financial institutions and lack collateral 
for loan repayment. Perhaps most significantly, 
debt accrued by small-scale cross-border traders 
and MSMEs during the pandemic may disqualify 
them from pre-existing national subsidies (non-
COVID-19) and external development funding 
opportunities. Without temporary changes to 
bankruptcy and insolvency regimes, traders and 
MSMEs may face disqualification from pandemic 
relief funds as well.

4.3 |  PROTECTING AND EMPOWERING INDIVIDUALS ENGAGED IN  
 CROSS-BORDER TRADE

19. Banyan Global, 2020
20. ESCAP, 2020a
21. Thiesmeyer, 2010
22. EAP Gender, 2016; APEC, 2020
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Cash payments or grants
Food allowances and subsidies

License fee exemption and reductions The boundaries and names shown and 
the designation used on this map do 
not imply official endorsement or 
acceptance by IOM.
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Tax rebates

Myanmar

Thailand

Cambodia

Viet Nam

Lao People’s Democratic Republic

COVID-19 Relief

Moreover, women traders, traders who are 
single parents, traders with unique accessibility 
requirements, and traders who lack extended 
familial support typically have fewer financial 
resources than their counterparts and may be 
more likely to — temporarily or permanently —
end their operations during the pandemic.23 Several 
countries have adopted unconditional cash transfers, 
alongside intensified messaging and behavioral 

change communication, which has shown to be 
effective in achieving social protection objectives.24 
While all GMS countries have provided emergency 
cash payments during COVID-19, the distribution 
of other forms of short and medium-term aid has 
been irregular. The following table outlines the 
disbursement channels for emergency funds in 
South-East Asia in 2020, highlighting countries that 
provided two or less forms of relief in 2020.25

Inability of traders to access information on 
resources and travel restrictions is a pressing 
concern as pandemic mobility restrictions continue 
within and among GMS countries. Timely and reliable 
information, including appropriate communication 
channels, are critical for short and long-term 
recovery planning in the informal sector. Information 

on changes to the status of border control points, 
including the necessary health documents, daily 
limits, and other restrictions, is not easily accessible 
to small-scale cross-border traders and may not 
be widely shared by border agencies, especially as 
countries continue to amend mobility restrictions 
on a monthly basis. 

FIGURE 1: 
TYPES OF COVID-19 RELIEF IN 2020

23. Asia Foundation, 2020
24. ADB and Development Asia, 2020
25. ESCAP, 2020b
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The type of communication channel used by border 
agencies, government welfare agencies, NGOs, and 
external donors is not always appropriate for the 
target group; in a recent poll of women in Lao People’s 
Democratic Republic, for instance, women are less 
like to read newspapers (7.2%) or listen to the radio 
(17.4%) on a weekly basis but more likely to watch 
TV for news (76.5%).26 While some government 
agencies, such as Thailand’s Department of Women’s 
Affairs and Family Development, have shared 
information on pandemic relief support through 
digital channels, such as Facebook, Instagram, and 
YouTube, platforms reliant on digital infrastructure 
accessibility, digital literacy, and digital devices are 
not always accessible to isolated communities or 
those working in the informal sector.27 Although 
sustainable economic growth and recovery from 
COVID-19 will likely require increased digitization, 
scale up of digitization should correspond with 
investment in inclusive digital infrastructure and 
digital literacy programs. Relaying information on 
debt forgiveness, interest-free loans, emergency 
cash transfers, capacity building resources, and other 
non-emergency support funds is a critical activity 
necessary for the sustainable recovery and growth 
of small-scale cross-border trade operations.

GMS countries also face additional challenges 
surrounding the loss of safe, cost-effective 
transport options for small-scale cross-border 
traders due to the closure of/limited hours of 
operation for public transport and loss of available 
capital for cart/small vehicle rentals. Even as local 
governments continue to reinstate public transport 
with additional precautions (e.g. mask requirements, 
physical distancing, plastic sheets, seat dividers, and 
so forth), it can lose its viability as a cost-effective 
option due to the general loss of income and savings 
during the pandemic. Coupled with the closure of 
border control points, many traders may be forced 
to walk longer distances to available markets or 
border control points while others may transport 
goods along more dangerous irregular routes, which 
may lead to: increased time for trade, lack of access 
to adequate restrooms and food, exposure to 
flooding and other seasonal elements, increased risk 
of road accidents from lack of pedestrian walkway, 
and increased risk of harassment for women traders 
and traders with varied gender identities.28 

26. UNICEF, 2020
27. The Asia Foundation, 2020
28. CARE International, 2020

CASE STUDIES:

RELIANCE ON 
CROSS-BORDER 
GOODS

Prior to the pandemic, individuals from the Bu Tho Township 
in Mu Traw District, Myanmar used to buy subsistence food 
and food for resale daily by crossing the border with Thailand. 
When Thailand closed its borders in response to COVID-19 
in March 2020, the Bu Tho Township and similar mountainous 
and isolated border communities faced severe food and goods 
shortages. To support villagers who were unable to cross the 
border to buy food due to COVID-19 travel restrictions, the 
local government created a COVID-19 Relief Committee and 
bought and distributed rice at no extra cost, with funding from 
Thai donors and Karen relief group donations. The food aid was 
a temporary measure and the goods only lasted for 2–3 months.

Karen Human Rights Group, 2021
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How do the challenges faced by cross-border 
traders with diverse gender identities, sexual 
orientations and/or accessibility requirements 
during COVID-19 differ from traditional 
challenges? 

Such challenges may include: the threat of violence 
(e.g. GBV in community, in transit, at destination, 
and so forth); time constraints (e.g. burden of care, 
and so forth); capital constraints (e.g. debt, loans 
and loan distribution, use of collateral, and so forth); 
taxes and fees; and means of transport.

How might bribes be gendered at border 
crossing points and/or during interactions 
throughout supply chain management during 
COVID-19? 

Such considerations may include additional investigation 
into the nature of bribery during the pandemic (e.g. 
monetary, in-kind, sexual coercion, and so forth); 
and correlations between bribes and characteristics 
of traders (e.g. age, nationality, linguistic ability, 
documentation).

Have women, persons with diverse gender 
identities, and persons with accessibility 
requirements been consulted during the 
creation of COVID-19 response and recovery 
planning? 

Further research may consider pathways for 
sustainable stakeholder involvement in disease 
preparedness and response planning at the local and 
national level as well as changes to the nature of 
support services for these groups.

Have small-scale cross-border traders been 
able to successfully access small loans and 
financial support from donor-initiated funding 
pools and COVID-19 relief investments? 

Further research should consider cross-border 
traders and entrepreneurs who do not qualify as 
MSMEs or meet criteria for relief funds, including 
those who formerly qualified for small loans/financial 
support before COVID-19 but lost their qualification 
due to lack of capital, growing debt, or loss of stock 
during the pandemic. There is also room for outlining 
new criteria for emergency relief for informal traders 
and those with non-registered businesses for future 
donor and host country funds and relief planning.

Have small-scale cross-border traders engaged 
in “risky” short and medium-term coping 
mechanisms to alleviate debt? 

Labour trafficking, forced marriage, child trafficking, 
smuggling of drugs, and irregular migration at 
both the individual and household level may be 
considered as activities with high levels of risk. 
Further research and activities may investigate 
potential communication channels through which 
to communicate referrals and raise awareness of 
resources and support networks.

How have border communities who rely 
on cross-border trade for food, goods, or 
livelihoods coped during COVID-19? 

Further activities and assessments may focus on 
opportunities for resilience and capacity building, 
including the delivery of layered emergency relief 
for communities jointly experiencing economic 
recession and conflict or displacement.

OPPORTUNITIES FOR FURTHER EXPLORATION
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Due to the uncertain nature of the pandemic —
emerging variants, changes in vaccine efficacy and 
testing, uneven vaccine mobilization and distribution 
— the recovery process for most States is unlikely 
to be linear. While emergency medical and financial 
support activities are still prevalent and ongoing 
across many countries, there is an emerging need 
for medium to long-term sustainable restructuring 
of business models, supply chain management and, 
in some industries, the nature of work. Coupled 
with a growing global awareness of the relationship 
between the pandemic and the climate emergency, 
both the public and private sector have begun 
to consider sustainable alternatives to traditional 
employment models.

Operating in small, informal economies and markets, 
small-scale cross-border traders in GMS countries 
play a critical role in connecting local producers and 
consumers and supporting underserved populations. 
Their reliance on cross-border transit and daily in-
person consumer activity, however, are sources of 
increased vulnerability and tension during COVID-19. 
Without the necessary capital reserves, capacity, 
information, government registration, or technology 
to shift to more sustainable business models, small-
scale cross-border traders and the communities 
that they serve face a significant challenge during the 
pandemic. While policy recommendations remain 
divided between the promotion of regularization for 
cross-border traders and the maintenance of their 
local and informal operational capacity, medium to 
long-term interventions should prioritize building 
reliance and sustainability of small-scale cross-
border trade. 

Lack of digital and financial literacy in the 
COVID-19 environment and post-pandemic period 
is a current challenge for the informal sector in GMS 

countries. Small-scale cross-border traders may lack 
financial literacy and management skills, including the 
ability to digitally source funding during the pandemic 
and the capacity to adapt their current business 
model and/or activities to fit the new pandemic 
modalities.29 Moreover, some communities still hold 
a strong preference for cash-only transactions and 
remain unbanked; in 2017, roughly 22 per cent of 
adults in Cambodia held a bank account, with 26 
per cent in Myanmar, 29 per cent in Lao People’s 
Democratic Republic, and 31 per cent in Viet 
Nam.30 Respondents in the First Pan-Asian Survey 
on the Impact of COVID-19 on MSMEs in Asia 
and the Pacific, however, cited the need for new 
business models and strategies as one of the top 
five challenges facing small.31 While the lack of digital 
access and literacy of consumers and small-scale 
cross-border traders remains a challenge, gradual 
introduction of digitization through mobile banking 
and transfers, digital communication channels, 
identification of additional markets, identification 
of capital and funding opportunities, and access to 
digital customs pre-approval services, among other 
areas can provide some medium-term flexibility for 
informal cross-border traders and SMEs severely 
impacted by the pandemic. As women are less likely 
to independently own and operate mobile phones 
and computers than men across GMS countries, 
women cross-border traders affected by the 
pandemic may require additional support to access 
digital literacy training and materials.32 Failure to 
adapt to technological changes may further entrench 
digital inequalities.

While the GMS countries have significantly 
progressed in the development of data protection 
and privacy legislation over the past 20 years, the 
development of digital literacy programs and digital 
infrastructure for small-scale cross-border traders 

4.4 |  SUSTAINABILITY, THE ‘NEW NORMAL,’ AND DIGITIZATION FOR  
 CROSS-BORDER TRADERS

29. APEC, 2020
30. Demirgüç-Kunt et al., 2017
31. ADB, 2021b
32. IFC, 2021; APEC, 2020; CARE International, 2020
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and cross-border businesses should be paired 
with regional frameworks on data sharing 
and protection. While Thailand’s Personal Data 
Protection Act (2019, to be implemented June 
2022) sets a strong example for GMS countries, 
it does not necessarily help facilitate cross-border 
information exchange for small cross-border 
business owners and traders. According to the Act, 
data exports can occur to countries which provide 
an “adequate level of protection”, which leaves room 
for interpretation and may privilege some trade 
partners over others.33 For example, Cambodia 
does not currently have extensive data protection 
legislation and therefore, Cambodian entrepreneurs 
and small-traders operating digital payment 
platforms in Cambodia and Thailand may be limited 
in their operations. Moreover, the Act imposes hefty 
fines for businesses that violate cross-border data 
protection regulations; if capacity building and digital 
literacy trainings are not provided for Thai small-
scale traders and traders from GMS countries that 
operate in Thailand, fines may serve as a disincentive 
for those looking to digitize their operations in 
response to COVID-19. Ultimately, data protection 
legislation that regulates the digital sphere is 
important, can be discussed in collaboration with 
other GMS countries, and can incorporate capacity 
building for MSMEs and small-scale traders looking 
to shift their business models due to COVID-19.

The lack of digital and physical infrastructure 
continues to serve as an impediment for cross-
border traders to access the digital economy as 
a long-term livelihood strategy during and after 
the COVID-19 pandemic. A wide urban-rural gap 

in digital infrastructure — affordable mobile and 
broadband services, fairly priced and accessible 
electricity, high user device permeation, high 
Internet penetration rates and wide coverage —
exists across Cambodia, Myanmar, and Lao People’s 
Democratic Republic, particularly in more rural 
border regions, and impedes both digitization of 
supply chains and related activities and access to 
financial aid and capacity building resources.34 In 
Cambodia, for example, approximately 80 per cent 
of the population reside in rural areas with less than 
two-fifths accessing electricity, while approximately 
40 per cent of the population has access to the 
internet.35 

While the regional transition to digital supply 
chains and financial management continues, physical 
infrastructure remains necessary to facilitate 
transport of goods and support SSCBT operating 
in the most rural areas. GMS countries have made 
steady progress in jointly developing physical 
infrastructure along, and feeding into, primary 
economic corridors (e.g. East–West, Southern, 
North–South), but road and sidewalk construction, 
development of transport human resources, and 
adequate drainage systems have yet to fully extend to 
more isolated border communities.36 The increased 
prevalence of flooding across GMS countries, 
coupled with poor rural roads that increase 
commute time to border control points, present a 
dual livelihoods and security risk: lengthy exposure 
and low accessibility impede economic activities 
and may partially influence traders’ decisions to use 
quicker and cheaper irregular cross-border routes.   

33. Greenleaf and Suriyawongkul, 2019 
34. Chen, 2020; See also ADB (2021f) for more information on digital infrastructure in the Greater Mekong Subregion.
35. Chen, 2020; Ngo, 2021
36. Chen 2020; ADB, 2010
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The lack of digitization and automatization at 
land border control points poses a direct security, 
livelihoods, and public health risk for GMS countries, 
particularly during the full and partial closure of 
borders in response to the COVID-19 pandemic. 
The issue and return of paper documents, a practice 
continued by many border agencies, threaten the 
viability of border management and provide room 
for both document fraud and bribery.38 As travel 
restrictions decrease daily limits for cross-border 
trade, severely limit small-scale trade, and increase 
the cost of trade (e.g. increased wait times, health 
costs, and opportunity costs), many GMS countries 
have experienced an increase in demand for the 

necessary health, travel, and customs documentation 
to facilitate regular crossings. In some cases, border 
officials have taken advantage of the lack of necessary 
documentation, high demand for border crossings, 
lack of surveillance at remote border control points, 
and low levels of supervision to demand bribes or 
favors from traders at regular border control points 
or while intercepting irregular traders and migrants 
during patrols.39 

Lack of digital infrastructure at border control 
points may also impede the ability of border 
agencies to quickly and securely share information 
with counterparts and with small-scale cross 

37. Chen, 2020; World Bank, 2019; ITU, 2019
38. ADB, 2012
39. United States Department of State, 2021

FIGURE 2: 
GMS CONNECTIVITY RATES (2019)37
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border traders. While traders themselves may 
lack digital infrastructure and/or digital literacy 
to access information on changes to the status of 
border control points or electronic customs pre-
approval, digitizing information and controls may 
support wider dissemination rates and combat 
the occurrence rate of bribery. Finally, the lack of 
streamlined technology at rural border control 

points to quickly and accurately check, verify, 
and store health related travel documents (e.g. 
vaccination records, COVID-19 tests, quarantine 
verifications, fit to travel forms) poses a public 
health risk. The digitization of customs records and 
the sharing of trader travel routes, for example, may 
serve as a method of contact tracing and decrease 
the need for stringent mobility restrictions.40

40. Further discussion on digitization in Asia–Pacific can be found in Chapter 8: Making Digital Platforms Work for Asia and the Pacific 
in the Asian Development Bank’s Asian Economic Integration Report 2021 (ADB, 2021c).

Does the Government collect data on the 
number of, and challenges reported by, 
women cross-border traders and women-
owned cross-border businesses engaged in 
e-commerce? 

Due to limited accessible G2B communication 
channels across GMS countries, as demonstrated 
by the COVID-19 pandemic, there may be limited 
institutional knowledge of the current needs, 
challenges, and regional distribution of women 
small-scale cross-border traders, as well as traders 
with diverse gender identities and/or accessibility 
requirements. Further research should consider 
methods for additional data collection and mapping 
to provide both emergency and medium-term 
support to such groups.

Does engagement of cross-border traders 
in e-commerce or traders use of digital 
technologies decrease harassment, bribery, 
gender-based discrimination, and/or power 
differentials experienced throughout supply 
chain management and trade?

In border, labour, and local police agencies across 
GMS countries, corruption (e.g. bribery, facilitation 
of human trafficking) has been identified as an 
ongoing and potentially heightened issue during the 
COVID-19 pandemic due to the increased demand 

for and higher cost of border crossings. While 
institutional measures, such as capacity building 
programs, improved accessibility of information, and 
the introduction of better reporting and referral 
services may partially address challenges relating to 
corruption, further research should more thoroughly 
investigate the relationship between digitization and 
corruption, particularly among small-scall cross-
border traders.

How might digitization impede inclusive access 
to resources, access to competitive markets, 
and/or discourage use of formal border 
crossing points? 

The roll out of digitization, in coordination with 
digital literacy programs and digital infrastructure 
development, poses serious challenges for many 
communities. Identifying and understanding the 
potential gaps in digitization policy and programming 
will be essential for inclusive and sustainable growth 
and development in the post-COVID-19 world.

OPPORTUNITIES FOR FURTHER EXPLORATION
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RECOMMENDATIONS

Based on the scope and context of the challenges 
identified, this document proposes general 
recommendations and points of consideration for 
government and community stakeholders, as well as 
implementing partners. Recommendations should 
be developed using an inter-thematic, intersectional 
approach involving participation of all stakeholders 
to identify context specific needs, areas of further 
research, and pre-existing and emerging challenges 
for implementation. Both short and long-term 
needs and challenges should be considered, with 
special consideration for the incorporation of long-
term sustainability and protection.

This document divides recommendations by the 
level of implementation and only outlines general 
stakeholders. In line with a whole-of-society 
approach, recommendations should be developed 
through discussions with cross-border traders and 
cross-border trade associations and implemented in 
collaboration with this population. While the scope 
of this document is the Greater Mekong Subregion, 
GMS countries have and continue to engage fully 
with the Association of Southeast Asian Nations 
(ASEAN) members on COVID-19 response, 
recovery, and future disaster preparedness planning 
and should continue to implement recommendations 
within the greater context of regional cooperation.

FIGURE 3: 
MULTI-THEMATIC INTERVENTION APPROACH

INTERNATIONAL ORGANIZATION FOR MIGRATION (IOM)

17
RECOMMENDATIONS



Policy level recommendations encompass such interventions that may rely on the creation or revision of 
policy or legislation, with inputs from community stakeholders and partners, and may be implemented 
nationally. Recommendation areas focus on (1) contextualizing regional trade and immigration agreements in 
the context of COVID-19, (2) strengthening relevant data collection mechanisms and establishing thorough 
data privacy legislation, and (3) ensuring access to capital for small-scale traders.

Revisiting Regional Agreements. Countries 
of the Greater Mekong Subregion participate in 
a range of multilateral agreements on trade and 
transport, notably the GMS Economic Cooperation 
Program Strategic Framework 2030 (GMS-2030), 
and in response to COVID-19 (e.g. COVID-19 
Response and Recovery Plan).  While referencing 
informal sectors and mobility, there may be room 
for additional review of long-term mechanisms to 
facilitate small-scale cross-border trade and plan 
for future emergencies that may affect this target 
population.

1. Governments can review and revise pre-
existing cross-border trade and transport 
agreements and national strategies to include 
border management and customs digitization 
measures, further simplification of customs and 
transport requirements in line with COVID-19 
public health measures, and additional 
emphasis on connectivity and development of 
accompanying human resources to reduce the 
amount of time spent crossing borders, reduce 
barriers to accessing regular border control 
points, and facilitate sustainable trade during 
COVID-19. The Greater Mekong Subregion 
Cross-Border Transport Agreement (GMS-
CBTA) may serve as one such instrument for 
review and reevaluation. 

2. Governments can consider the development, 
implementation, and regulation of e-commerce 
legislation, data privacy and protection 
legislation (see below), digital tax policies, and 
social protection policies for self-employed 
MSMEs and cross-border traders fully/partially 
engaging in e-commerce.

Data Collection and Security. Creating strong 
regulatory legislation for data collection and data 
security can help facilitate digitization of small-scale 
trade and streamlined activities at border control 
points by providing guidelines for the protection of 
sensitive data, which builds public and private sector 
trust in government interventions. The development 
of legislation should always be paired with accessible 
capacity building activities to meet new legal 
requirements for both government employees and 
cross-border traders.

1. Governments, in collaboration with local 
stakeholders, can consider expanding census, 
survey, and data collection activities in rural 
border provinces to identify the level of digital 
literacy and digital infrastructure of cross-
border traders and receiving communities, 
identify relevant financial activities that would 
benefit from partial hybridization (i.e., partial 
digitization), and identify levels of information 
exchange and engagement with border agencies, 
among other baseline indicators. 

2. Alongside increased digitization and data 
collection, governments can consider the 
development and implementation and 
regulation42 of data security measures for 
privately and publicly held digital platforms, 
in coordination with other GMS countries. 
For GMS countries that have recent relevant 
legislation, such as Thailand (Personal Data 
Protection Act, 2019) or Lao, People’s 
Democratic Republic (Consumer Protection 
decree on E-Commerce in 2020), capacity 
building for small entrepreneurs and cross-
border traders may be required to facilitate 

5.1 |  POLICY LEVEL

41. See ADB, 2021a; ADB, 2021d
42. UNCTAD, 2020a
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the implementation of such regulations.  Due 
to rapid technological advances, countries 
with legislation produced prior to 2015 should 
consider reviewing and revising their legislation 
in line with current challenges and available 
technology.

3. Strong regional data protection and 
cybersecurity frameworks can help facilitate 
a secure transition to digitization for MSMEs 
and small-scale cross-border traders, who 
require secure and interoperable mobile 
payment services (e.g. B2B, G2B, P2P) and 
telecommunication across borders.

Access to Capital. Generally, GMS countries 
were able to provide several different short-term 
emergency options for MSMEs and small-scale cross-
border traders, however, the nature of land border 
closures continues to pose challenges to economic 
empowerment for those engaged in informal cross-
border trade. 

1. In coordination with external partners and the 
private sector and coupled with information 
campaigns, governments can consider 

addressing short-term liquidity through tax 
deferment, credit (e.g. the expansion of credit 
guarantee schemes, reducing interest rates on 
loan programs for banked traders), enterprise 
pivot funding, coordinated debt relief, direct cash 
transfers, mobile phone cash cards, and housing 
or transportation subsidies, among other 
measures. Governments may want to consider 
establishing more formal communication 
channels with small-scale cross-border traders 
and partners to communicate information on 
access to emergency capital as part of future 
preparedness and response planning.

2. Medium-term measures may include the 
development of start-up loans and funds for 
small-scale traders with low entry criteria and 
working with local stakeholders to communicate 
needs and lower criteria for traders to gain 
access to external donor funding. Assistance 
for informal workers, including cross-border 
traders, should be facilitated and communicated 
at the community level to avoid passing over 
individuals who may not be engaged in formal 
banking. 

Community level recommendations encompass such interventions that may take place, or be implemented 
strategically, in select communities with community stakeholders and partners, and may later be scaled up. 
Recommendation areas focus on (1) addressing digital and physical infrastructure in a sustainable manner, 
(2) facilitating transportation as a socioeconomic response measure, (3) building the capacity of small-
scale cross-border traders and cross-border trade associations to engage with digital infrastructure, and (4) 
strengthening communication channels and access to information for traders.

Addressing Digital and Physical Infrastructure. 
The scale-up of digital and physical infrastructure is 
a core priority expressed in the Greater Mekong 
Subregion Cross-Border Transport Facilitation 
Agreement (GMS CBTA) and in national development 
programs. The strategic development of digital and 
physical infrastructure, as it relates to small-scale 
cross-border traders, border communities, and 
relevant supply chains, may serve as a socioeconomic 
recovery measure as well as an investment in future 
emergency response planning.

1. Governments can consider prioritizing investments 
in the practical and inclusive expansion of 
digital infrastructure, including investment in 
telecommunication infrastructure (e.g. mesh 
networks), prioritizing interoperability among 
money transfer service providers, subsidizing 
digital literacy programs, cooperating with the 
private sector on opportunities for inclusive 
digital growth, and prioritizing data protection and 
privacy of both government and individual users, 
among other actions.43 Essential components of 
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digital trade facilitation may specifically include: 
(i) secure and interoperable electronic payment 
services; (ii) facilitating electronic authentication and 
verification, including adopting a common standard 
for electronic contracts and signatures; (iii) logistics, 
especially for small-value shipments common in 
the transactions of micro, small-sized and medium-
sized enterprises (MSMEs); and (iv) paperless 
trading, i.e. requiring exchange of trade-related data 
and documents in electronic form.44 

2. In addition to the expansion of digital 
infrastructure, governments can consider 
undertaking physical infrastructure projects in 
rural areas, including, but not limited to, the 
expansion of rural road networks, construction 
of sidewalks, construction of sustainable drainage 
systems (SuDS), and installation of road-side 
lighting to enhance rural access to markets and 
border control points.45 Governments can also 
consider sustainable development practices 
that accommodate regional climate challenges.

Transport Facilitation. Regional GMS agreements 
typically do not consider mass or public transit, nor 
do they incorporate post-COVID-19 accessibility 
requirements and limitations into the reorganization 
of cost-effective public transport in isolated 
communities as these options are typically informal. 

1. In coordination with NGO and UN 
stakeholders, governments can consider 
conducting assessments to map transport 
connectivity, accessible transport options, and 
safe and sustainable public transport in border 
provinces to border control points and border 
markets. 

2. Pre-existing transport options may require 
reevaluation to comply with public health 
measures, and in the event of transport 

closures due to COVID-19, governments 
can consider funding subsidized community-
based options for interest groups, investing in 
individual informal transport providers as local 
enterprises, and offering disease risk mitigation 
measures alongside transport options.

Capacity Building. Alongside the scale-up of digital 
infrastructure and establishment of more effective 
targeted communication channels with small-scale 
cross-border traders and partners, governments 
should consider providing free or subsidized capacity 
building programs.

1. Governments, with support from NGOs, UN 
stakeholders, the private sector, and external 
donors, can consider the development and roll 
out of community-based, multilingual digital 
literacy activities for small-scale cross-border 
traders, including targeted programs and 
learning on financial management and access, 
digital entrepreneurship and e-commerce 
engagement, and access to digital emergency 
relief funds and opportunities. Activities should 
be paired with digital infrastructure expansion 
to provide the most impact, and may also 
include relevant supply chain mapping past the 
pandemic. 

2. Alongside digital literacy capacity building, 
governments can also consider trainings for 
cross-border trade associations (CBTA) on 
effective signposting for traders, providing 
referrals to relevant funding opportunities, 
and providing information on customs and 
immigration procedures in multiple languages 
and formats (e.g. video, verbal, and so forth), 
as well as work with CBTAs to disseminate 
information on COVID-19 safety protocols 
among small-scale cross-border traders and in 
border communities. Where such associations 

43. Chen, 2020
44. See Framework Agreement on Facilitation of Cross-Border Paperless Trade in Asia and the Pacific, Article 3(a), for more 
     information.
45. ADB, 2016
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do not exist, local governments can consider 
providing the necessary administrative, logistical, 
technical, and financial support to help establish 
new associations.

3. Community involvement in capacity building 
programs should take place prior to 
implementation and incorporate feedback on 
areas of interest and challenges encountered in 
post-pandemic recovery.

Enhancing Communication Channels. Due to 
the informal nature of small-scale cross-border trade 
and varying rates of digital connectivity across GMS 
countries, opportunities for government or partner-
sponsored relief and development may not reach 
the target group. Failure to enhance communication 
channels with small-scale cross-border traders may 
serve as a risk for future emergency preparedness 
and response planning.

1. In coordination with NGOs, UN stakeholders, 
and cross-border trade associations (CBTA), 

local governments can consider mapping of 
appropriate communication channels and 
engaging in awareness raising activities and 
information campaigns in border towns 
and communities to connect traders with 
emergency short-term funding and medium-
term opportunities to access capital, through 
local, national, or external funding bodies. 

2. Border agencies can also consider re-evaluating 
their current communication channels for 
updating border communities and traders 
on changes to entry/exit restrictions during 
COVID-19, changes to operating hours, and 
necessary health documentation and disease 
information. In coordination with NGO and UN 
stakeholders, governments can support border 
agencies in the provision of regular information 
sessions on relevant customs and immigration 
information (e.g. duties, tariffs, health document 
requirements, and so forth). 

Point of Entry (PoE) level recommendations encompass such interventions that may take place in select 
points of entry along national land borders. Recommendation areas focus on (1) the digitization and 
automatization of borders, (2) strengthened data collection capacity to support evidence-based decision-
making, (3) the simplification and harmonization of requirements at border control points, (4) addressing 
corruption through multi-faceted capacity and protection measures, (5) the promotion of intra-agency 
cooperation and collaboration in and across borders, (6) investing in human resources at border control 
points, and (7) ensuring safe and equitable border crossings in the context of travel restrictions.

Digitization and Automatization of Borders. 
Lack of resources, personnel, and access to relevant 
trainings at border control points, alongside the 
continuation of manual data collection, travel 
document examination, and customs clearance may 
hinder the safe, secure, and timely processing of 
small-scale cross-border traders during and in the 
aftermath of COVID-19. Lack of digitization and 
automation may also provide room for bribery and 
corruption, where no oversight mechanisms exist. 
Finally, use of manual records without necessary 
safeguards may pose privacy concerns.

1. In parallel with the expansion of digital 
infrastructure and digital literacy among small-
scale cross-border traders and in border 
communities, governments can consider 
digitizing customs clearance and border 
procedures, such as the use of digital signatures, 
electronic submission and endorsement 
of customs declarations, e-certificate of 
origins, integration of health items in border 
management information systems, and 
establishment of border trade databases. 

5.3 |  POINT OF ENTRY (POE) LEVEL
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2. Governments, with support from technical 
experts, should also invest in digital literacy 
training across all border agencies, ensure 
adequate data protection at border control 
points, and encourage the use of encrypted 
communication platforms for information 
sharing. Further research should be conducted 
on the standardization and protection of health 
documents for international travel.

Data Collection. Data can serve as a valuable tool 
for current and future mobility mapping, needs 
assessments, and evidence-based decision-making 
for local and national government counterparts.

1. In line with increased digitization of borders, 
governments can consider adopting measures 
to securely record and collect non-sensitive 
data on small-scale cross-border traders and 
individuals with accessibility requirements to fill 
current data gaps and establish a foundation for 
future evidence-based pandemic preparedness 
measures that provide more equitable 
and inclusive social protection and needs 
assessments. 

2. Targeted data collection measures should only be 
implemented after the establishment of strong 
national data protection policies and successful 
testing of accessible corruption reporting 
mechanisms at the PoE and community level. 
Data collection may also be incorporated into 
pre-existing Border Management Information 
Systems or implemented through surveys, in 
coordination with national statistics agencies or 
relevant UN partners. 

3. Finally, designated information management 
officers and individuals tasked with collecting 
data at points of entry should receive relevant 
and timely capacity building trainings on data 
collection, management, and privacy.

Simplification and Harmonization of 
Requirements. These measures contribute to 
human security and can also decrease waiting times 
during COVID-19 or similar future pandemics, 
facilitate traceability, increase accountability and 
transparency for frontline border officials, and 
strengthen traders’ understanding of rules and 
regulations through availability of language resources.

1. Border agencies can harmonize and increase 
operating hours of border control points with 
border agencies of neighbouring countries to 
support joint action and information sharing, 
decrease delays and wait time, and discourage 
irregular border crossings during COVID-19. 

2. Customs agencies can consider implementing 
single-stop, or one-stop, inspection to allow 
adjacent border agencies to carry out joint 
checks at a common control area instead 
of two separate inspections for export and 
import. Customs agencies may also consider 
the simplification of goods declarations, 
minimization of requirements, and deferment 
of the payment of taxes and duties without 
interest charge.46

3. Introducing a separate lane for small-scale 
traders can also serve as a means of trade 
facilitation and protection, instead of having 
them share the clearance area with trucks and 
other large vehicles. Ad hoc SOPs may also 
be adopted to facilitate and expedite frequent 
cross-border traders. 

4. Finally, in direct response to COVID-19, 
Governments can consider eliminating trade 
barriers on goods and component parts for 
goods related to/necessary for addressing 
disease transmission and providing treatment 
for COVID-19. 

46. UNCTAD, 2020b
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Addressing Corruption. While GMS countries 
actively develop and disseminate national anti-
corruption programming, especially after the 
COVID-19 outbreak, programs have not necessarily 
led to the development of feasible oversight or 
active reporting mechanisms that allow for thorough 
investigations and protection of informants.47

1. Governments can consider conducting 
corruption risk mapping and implementing anti-
corruption measures at border control points, 
including awareness raising and signposting, 
investing in digitization and automation, 
simplifying complex regulatory customs 
frameworks, and implementing agency-level 
accountability initiatives.48 

2. In addition, governments can consider addressing 
working conditions at border control points, 
including physical infrastructure, revision of 
codes of conduct, increasing the availability of 
human resources and staffing, and provision of 
competitive salaries as part of their overarching 
anti-corruption programming.

3. As a medium-term measure, governments can 
consider developing targeted legislation aimed 
at promoting free legal assistance and providing 
effective protection from potential retaliation or 
intimidation for witnesses who give testimony 
in cases of corruption.

Promote Intra-Agency Cooperation and 
Coordination. 

1. Following the Integrated Border Management 
model, governments can establish bilateral 
frameworks and channels for the coordination 
of border agencies, including Standard Operating 
Procedures outlining appropriate action in 
the event of a change in emergency disease 

transmission measures. Procedures should be 
standardized, harmonized, and agreed upon 
with neighbouring border agencies and changes 
to operations should be communicated prior 
to implementation with the relevant labour 
departments and health departments, UN 
stakeholders, and local migrant support NGOs.

2. Communication channels used to communicate 
between national border agencies should be 
reviewed for security, in line with national 
data protection legislation, and regular 
communication on emerging challenges at 
borders and changes to mobility restrictions 
should be facilitated by the central government 
in coordination with UN partners.

Invest in Human Resources. Investing in human 
resources at border control points can jointly address 
corruption concerns, enforce data protection and 
privacy legislation, support the identification of 
victims of trafficking, provide additional protection 
to cross-border traders transiting the border, and 
contribute to national security.

1. Governments can consider increasing the 
number of information management and migrant 
liaison personnel at border control points to 
assist with processing information, informing 
traders of updates to customs regulations, 
processing complaints by traders of harassment 
and/or bribery, and providing referrals to local 
NGOs and government support services. 

2. Similarly, governments can increase the number 
of personnel from all border agencies (e.g. 
immigration, customs, health, and so forth) 
at land border control points, especially 
health officials, paid/contracted interpreters, 
and human resources officers to provide 
information to cross-border traders, monitor 

47. United States Department of State, 2021
48. Measures to address corruption in Customs agencies can adopt the guidance provided by the Arusha Declaration Concerning 
    Good Governance and Integrity in Customs. 
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harassment and bribery, ensure necessary 
support with documentation requirements, and 
ensure COVID-19 health measures. 

3. Governments can also consider investing 
in medium-term integration of health 
infrastructure at border control points 
i.e., incorporating health documents and 
information into pre-existing or new databases 
and constructing more permanent physical 
infrastructure in compliance with public health 
best practice.

Equitable Health Models. While travel restrictions 
are being re-evaluated across the GMS, vaccination 
programs to address new variants of COVID-19 
and the development of standardized health 
documentation are ongoing. The current focus on 
facilitating overseas tourism may detract from the 
development of equitable health regulations and 
support for the informal sector, namely cross-
border traders.

1. Governments, UN stakeholders, and NGOs 
can work with private sector partners to 
facilitate, expedite, and reduce the cost of 
quarantine for small-scale cross-border traders, 
including compliance with health regulations, 

distribution of non-food items, and registration 
and mobility tracking. Governments can also 
consider adjusting quarantine models to allow 
traders to safely engage in small-scale cross-
border economic activities in designated zones 
through disease monitoring and advanced 
contact tracing models and technologies, which 
may be combined with targeted vaccination 
campaigns or relaxed quarantine measures for 
vaccinated individuals. 

2. Using a collaborative approach, governments 
can work with national and cross-border 
counterparts to safely and gradually resume 
operations at border control points for 
small-scale cross border traders, migrant 
entrepreneurs, and migrants who own or are 
employed at cross-border SMEs and provide 
streamlined channels and/or “fast pass” health 
documentation options and information for 
said individuals. 

3. Options can be paired with information 
campaigns in border communities and the 
development of regional trade hubs to 
encourage use of border crossing points and 
discourage irregular movement and purchase of 
fraudulent health documents.
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