Preprints are preliminary reports that have not undergone peer review.

6 Research Sq uare They should not be considered conclusive, used to inform clinical practice,

or referenced by the media as validated information.

Comparative Analysis of Free Trade Zone (FTZ)
Regulations Singapore, UAE, and Hong Kong

Kazi Nashid Al Mahadi

nhuhash®@omail . com

International Islamic University Chittagong https://orcid.org/0009-0009-7525-0534

Research Article

Keywords: Free Trade Zones (FTZs), Customs Regulations, International Trade, Freight Forwarding,
Transshipment, Supply Chain Management, Singapore-UAE-Hong Kong Comparison

Posted Date: October 5th, 2026
DOI: https://doi.org/10.21203/rs.3.rs-11219896/v1

License: €© ® This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License.
Read Full License

Additional Declarations: The authors declare no competing interests.


https://doi.org/10.21203/rs.3.rs-11219896/v1
https://doi.org/10.21203/rs.3.rs-11219896/v1
https://orcid.org/0009-0009-7525-0534
https://doi.org/10.21203/rs.3.rs-11219896/v1
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

KAZI NASHID AL MAHADI

WORLDLINK AIR & OCEAN PTE LTD.
linkedin.com/in/kazi-nashid-al-mahadi-6ba837100

Author’s contribution

The sole author designed, analyzed, interpreted and prepared the manuscript

Comparative Analysis of Free Trade Zone (FTZ)
Regulations: Singapore, UAE, and Hong Kong

The three isometric diagrams above give a quick visual comparison — each cube's top face shows the
zone model, the left face shows duty/tax treatment, and the right face shows the regulatory authority.
Below is the fuller written research behind them.

Abstract

Singapore, the United Arab Emirates (UAE), and Hong Kong are among the world's most important trade,
shipping, and logistics hubs, strategically connecting major manufacturing centres, consumer markets,
and international supply chains. Their world-class ports, airports, free-trade infrastructure, customs
systems, and extensive international connectivity have made them key locations for freight forwarding,
transshipment, warehousing, distribution, re-export, and regional trade.

Although all three jurisdictions provide mechanisms that facilitate international trade through free zones,
bonded facilities, customs-controlled areas, or similar arrangements, they do not operate under one
universal free-zone model. Each has developed its own regulatory and customs framework based on its
economic structure, geographic position, trade strategy, and government policies.

For freight forwarders, NVOCCs, customs brokers, importers, exporters, and supply-chain professionals,
understanding these differences is more than a regulatory exercise—it directly affects how cargo can
enter, move, be stored, processed, re-exported, or released into the local market.

The differences can influence which customs permits and declarations are required, whether import
duties and taxes are suspended, deferred, or payable, how cargo ownership and movement are
controlled, and which party carries responsibility for customs compliance. They can also affect warehouse
operations, transshipment procedures, inventory control, documentation requirements, cargo handling,
and the overall cost and lead time of a shipment.

For example, a shipment entering a customs-controlled facility may receive different treatment from cargo
entering the domestic market. A re-export shipment may also follow a different compliance pathway from
cargo intended for local consumption. Therefore, the same commercial shipment structure cannot
automatically be assumed to receive identical customs treatment in Singapore, the UAE, and Hong Kong.

From a freight-forwarding perspective, the key question is therefore not simply “Does this country have
a free zone?” but rather:



“What customs status does the cargo have, what activities are permitted within the controlled area,
which declaration or permit is required, and when does the duty or tax obligation arise?”

Understanding these distinctions helps logistics professionals select the appropriate routing and storage
model, prepare the correct documentation, coordinate with customs and terminal authorities, manage
customer expectations, and identify compliance risks before cargo movement begins.

Ultimately, free-zone and customs-controlled logistics are about more than obtaining duty advantages.
They are about controlling the movement and customs status of goods while maintaining regulatory
compliance throughout the supply chain. For international freight professionals, a clear understanding
of these frameworks can contribute to better shipment planning, more accurate quotations, reduced delays,
and stronger risk management across global trade operations.

Literature Review

The regulatory concept of a free trade zone (FTZ), free zone, or free port sits within a broader body of
trade-facilitation literature produced by international organizations, national customs authorities, and
industry practitioners. This review draws on three overlapping strands of published material: (1)
international policy literature on special economic zones (SEZs) and free zones, (2) primary legal and
regulatory sources issued by the customs and tax authorities of Singapore, the UAE, and Hong Kong, and
(3) practitioner-oriented commentary produced by freight forwarders, industry associations, and trade
advisory firms.

International policy literature generally treats free zones as instruments of trade facilitation and investment
promotion, and reports produced by bodies such as UNCTAD have documented a rapid global expansion
of SEZs and free zones over the past two decades, concentrated overwhelmingly in Asia, with smaller
shares in Latin America, Africa, and transition economies. This literature is useful for establishing scale
and global distribution, but it tends to treat free zones as an economic-policy category rather than
examining how the underlying customs mechanics differ between one zone-based system and another.

The second strand — primary legal and regulatory material — is the most directly relevant to this paper.
Singapore's framework is grounded in the Free Trade Zones Act 1966 and associated Free Trade Zones
Regulations, interpreted and applied through published Singapore Customs guidance and the TradeNet
single-window system. The UAE's framework is considerably more fragmented in its published sources:
federal customs and VAT rules are issued by the Federal Authority for Identity, Citizenship, Customs and
Port Security and the Federal Tax Authority, while zone-level rules are separately published by individual
free zone authorities such as JAFZA, DMCC, and RAKEZ. Hong Kong's position is documented primarily
through Hong Kong Customs and Excise Department guidance describing its status as a free port with a
narrow excise-duty base and, more recently, its move toward a Trade Single Window.

The third strand — practitioner and industry commentary — fills an important gap left by the first two.
Academic and government sources describe what the rules are, but rarely translate those rules into the
operational questions a freight forwarder must answer before moving cargo (for example, which permit
applies, when duty is triggered, or what happens when cargo crosses from a free zone into a domestic
market). This paper positions itself within that third strand: it treats the regulatory material from
Singapore, the UAE, and Hong Kong not purely as a legal comparison, but as an operational one, framed



around the practical decisions a logistics or freight-forwarding professional must make at each stage of a
shipment's movement through each jurisdiction.

A notable gap in the existing literature is the absence of a single, side-by-side operational comparison of
these three hubs written from a freight-forwarding perspective rather than a purely legal, tax, or
investment-promotion perspective. Most available material addresses one jurisdiction at a time — a
Singapore Customs circular, a JAFZA operating manual, a Hong Kong Customs notice — without
connecting the three into a comparative framework that a forwarder handling multi-hub trade lanes could
apply directly. This paper is intended to address that gap.

Research Methodology

This paper adopts a qualitative, comparative document-analysis methodology, sometimes described in
regulatory research as a comparative doctrinal or desk-based policy analysis. Rather than collecting
primary data through surveys or interviews, the analysis is built from a structured reading of legislation,
official regulatory guidance, and authoritative industry material published by or about the customs and
tax authorities of the three jurisdictions under study.

Case selection: Singapore, the UAE, and Hong Kong were selected as a purposive, non-random sample
rather than a representative sample of global free zones. The three were chosen because each represents a
structurally distinct model of trade facilitation — a single national FTZ statute (Singapore), a decentralised
multi-authority free zone ecosystem (UAE), and a territory-wide free port with no zone-based structure at
all (Hong Kong) — allowing the comparison to illustrate genuinely different regulatory philosophies
rather than minor variations on the same model.

Data sources: Two categories of source material were used. Primary sources comprise the founding
legislation and official publications of the relevant authorities: Singapore's Free Trade Zones Act 1966
and Free Trade Zones Regulations together with Singapore Customs guidance and TradeNet
documentation; UAE federal customs and VAT materials issued by the Federal Authority for Identity,
Citizenship, Customs and Port Security and the Federal Tax Authority, together with published operating
manuals from individual free zone authorities (including JAFZA, DMCC, and RAKEZ); and Hong Kong
Customs and Excise Department guidance on free-port status, excise duty, and the Trade Single Window.
Secondary sources comprise international policy literature (for example UNCTAD reporting on the global
distribution of special economic zones) and practitioner or industry commentary used to contextualize
how these rules are applied in day-to-day freight-forwarding operations.

Comparative framework: Each jurisdiction was analyzed against a consistent set of dimensions to keep
the comparison structured rather than anecdotal: (1) legal basis and institutional structure; (2) customs
duty and tax treatment, including how and when liability is triggered; (3) licensing, permit, and declaration
requirements; (4) documentation and digital trade infrastructure; and (5) the practical operational
implications for freight forwarders, customs brokers, and supply-chain professionals moving cargo
through each hub. This last dimension is what distinguishes the approach taken here from a purely legal
or tax-focused comparison: each regulatory feature is examined specifically for its effect on shipment
planning, routing, and compliance risk.



Limitations: As a desk-based qualitative study, this paper does not include primary fieldwork, structured
interviews with customs officials or forwarders, or statistical analysis of shipment-level data. It relies on
publicly available, predominantly English-language regulatory and industry material current as of 2026,
and free zone regulations — particularly in the UAE, where rules are set at both federal and individual
zone level — are subject to change; readers applying this analysis operationally should verify current
requirements against the relevant authority before acting on them. The comparative framework also
reflects the perspective of a single author with a freight-forwarding operations background, which shapes
which operational questions are emphasized; a multi-author or practitioner-panel review could surface
additional considerations not captured here.

Singapore Free Trade Zones — Legal & Operational Framework

Singapore's Free Trade Zone (FTZ) system is designed to facilitate entrapped trade, transshipment,
and international cargo movements while allowing eligible goods to remain outside Singapore's
domestic customs territory for tax purposes. For freight forwarders, shipping agents, NVOCCs, importers,
exporters, and warehouse operators, understanding the FTZ framework is essential because the cargo's
customs status, movement, documentation, and tax liability depend on what happens to the goods
while they are in or leave the FTZ.

Legal Basis

Singapore's FTZ framework is principally established under the Free Trade Zones Act 1966, together
with supporting subsidiary legislation such as the Free Trade Zones Regulations and notifications
identifying declared FTZ areas. Singapore Customs administers the customs aspects of the framework.

The legislation provides the legal foundation for establishing and regulating Singapore's FTZs and
controlling activities carried out within them. In practical logistics terms, this means that an FTZ is not
simply a commercial warehouse where goods can be stored without customs control; it is a legally
designated customs-controlled area with specific rules governing the movement, storage, handling, and
clearance of goods.

For a freight forwarder, this legal distinction is important. The fact that cargo is physically located at a
port, airport, or warehouse does not by itself determine its customs status. The applicable customs
procedure and the location where the cargo is deposited determine how the goods are treated.

Practical implication:
Before arranging a shipment, the logistics operator should establish:

o Where the cargo will be deposited after arrival

e Whether the location is within an FTZ or another Customs-approved facility
o Whether the cargo is for transshipment, re-export, or local consumption

e Whether any controlled-goods requirements apply

e Which customs declaration or permit is required



Mandatory Routing — Where Does the Cargo Go After Arrival?

Singapore Customs states that goods arriving by sea or air must first be deposited in an FTZ. Where
depositing the goods in an FTZ is not practical, they may instead be deposited in Customs-approved
premises, such as licensed warehouses.

This is particularly important for international freight forwarding because arrival in Singapore does not
automatically mean that the cargo has entered Singapore's domestic customs territory.

A simplified movement can be represented as:
Overseas Supplier — Singapore Port/Airport — FTZ — Transshipment/Re-export
or, where applicable:

Overseas Supplier — Singapore Port/Airport — Customs-approved Premises — Subsequent
Customs Procedure

The distinction becomes especially important when cargo is transiting or being transhipped through
Singapore. Goods that remain within the appropriate customs-controlled environment can generally avoid
being treated as goods released for local consumption.

Example:

A shipment arrives at Singapore by vessel from China and is scheduled for re-export to Australia. If the
cargo remains under the appropriate FTZ/transshipment arrangement and does not enter Singapore's
domestic customs territory, the shipment can proceed as an international transshipment rather than
becoming a normal local import.

For an operations executive, this means that cargo routing, terminal handling, permit requirements,
and customs status must be considered together, rather than treating them as separate activities.

Tax Treatment — Suspension of Duty and GST

One of the major operational advantages of Singapore's FTZ system is the suspension of duty and GST
while eligible goods remain within the FTZ. Singapore Customs states that these taxes become payable
when goods are either:

1. Consumed within the FTZ, or
2. Removed from the FTZ and enter Singapore's customs territory for local sale or

consumption.

This is better understood as tax suspension rather than permanent tax exemption.



For example:

Goods arrive — FTZ — Re-export overseas

— Duty/GST generally remain suspended and are not payable merely because the goods passed through
Singapore.

But:

Goods arrive — FTZ — Released into Singapore for local consumption
— Applicable duty/GST becomes payable.

This distinction is extremely important when preparing quotations and planning shipments because the
final destination and customs procedure can change the tax implications.

Singapore Customs also confirms that when goods are moved from an FTZ into certain Customs-licensed
premises, such as licensed or zero-GST warehouses, the relevant duty/GST suspension can continue

subject to the applicable scheme and requirements.

Simple operational concept

FTZ = Tax suspended
Local customs territory = Tax liability may arise
Re-export = Generally no local import tax merely because the goods were transhipped/re-exported

Therefore, freight professionals should always distinguish between physical cargo movement and
customs-status movement.

Time Limits — Liquor and Tobacco

Singapore has specific storage restrictions for dutiable liquor and tobacco products within FTZs.
These goods may generally be stored in an FTZ for up to 30 days before they must either:

o Be transhipped, or
e Be moved to an appropriate licensed premises.

If the goods need to remain in storage for more than 30 days, they must be removed from the FTZ and
deposited in licensed premises. Singapore Customs states that failure to comply is an offence.

There is an important exception: goods covered by a “through” bill of lading or airway bill have no
storage restriction under this particular FTZ rule.



Why does this matter operationally?

Suppose a shipment of liquor arrives in Singapore but its onward vessel is delayed.
The freight forwarder cannot simply assume:
“The cargo is in the FTZ, so we can keep it there indefinitely.”

The 30-day rule needs to be monitored, and the cargo may need to be transferred to a licensed premises
if the permitted FTZ storage period is exceeded.

This creates an important operational responsibility for logistics teams:

Arrival Date — FTZ Storage Monitoring — 30-Day Compliance Check — Transshipment /
Licensed Premises

For dutiable cargo, inventory monitoring and deadline management are therefore part of customs
compliance.

Licensing & Permits — An Important Distinction

The statement “No blanket FTZ licence is needed for ordinary transshipment use” needs an important
clarification.

A normal trader or freight forwarder does not simply obtain an FTZ Operator Licence in order to use
an existing FTZ for ordinary cargo transshipment. However, Singapore Customs does have a specific
FTZ Operator Licence for companies that actually administer, maintain, or operate an FTZ.

For ordinary shipment operations, the key issue is therefore not obtaining an FTZ operator licence, but
ensuring that the correct customs declaration, permit, authorisation, and cargo-control procedure is

used for the particular activity.

Singapore's TradeNet is the national single window through which import, export, and transshipment
permit applications are submitted.

Depending on the shipment, requirements can vary according to:

o Import

o Export

o Re-export

e Transshipment
e Transit

e Controlled goods

e Strategic goods

e Dutiable goods

e Special customs schemes



For example, Singapore Customs specifies different TradeNet declaration codes for different export
situations, including direct exports and exports involving approved premises or schemes.

Therefore, the practical principle is:

FTZ access does not mean “permit-free.” The applicable customs declaration or permit depends on
what you are doing with the cargo.

What This Means for a Freight Forwarder

For a freight-forwarding professional, the Singapore FTZ system can be viewed as a combination of
physical cargo control + customs status + tax treatment + documentation.

Before moving cargo, the operations team should ask:

1. Where is the cargo arriving?
Port or airport?

2. Where will it be deposited?
FTZ, licensed warehouse, zero-GST warehouse, or another approved location?

3. What is the cargo's purpose?
Transshipment, re-export, local import, temporary storage, etc.?

4. Is the cargo controlled or dutiable?
For example, liquor, tobacco, strategic goods, or other controlled commodities.

5. What permit/declaration is required?
Check the applicable TradeNet procedure and Competent Authority requirements.

6. When does the tax obligation arise?
Determine whether duty/GST remains suspended or becomes payable.

7. Are there storage deadlines?
Particularly important for dutiable goods such as liquor and tobacco.

Overall Logistics Flow
Overseas Cargo

N2

Singapore Port / Airport

N2

FTZ / Customs-Approved Premises

N

Customs & Permit Assessment

N

Transshipment / Re-export



OR

Move into Singapore Customs Territory

N

Applicable Duty & GST / Local Clearance

N

Delivery / Final Destination

Key Takeaway

Singapore's FTZ system is not simply a “duty-free warehouse” concept. It is a structured customs
framework that allows international cargo to move through Singapore efficiently while duty and GST
remain suspended under the applicable conditions.

For logistics professionals, the critical skill is understanding the relationship between cargo location,
customs status, permits, storage periods, tax liability, and final cargo destination. Getting any one of
these elements wrong can result in clearance delays, additional costs, or compliance issues.

UAE: Free Zones

Structure: More than 40 free zones operate across the UAE's seven emirates (30+ in Dubai alone),
each regulated by its own authority, on top of federal and emirate-level law.

Customs still applies federally: The Federal Authority for Identity, Citizenship, Customs and
Port Security holds jurisdiction over customs procedures even inside free zones, while zone
authorities (JAFZA, DAFZA, KIZAD, etc.) handle zone-level licensing.

Duty treatment: Goods in a UAE free zone aren't subject to duty until they move into the
mainland or another GCC state; standard mainland duty is 5% of CIF value under GCC Common
Customs Law.

VAT "Designated Zones': Only specific zones (JAFZA, DAFZA, Dubai South, KIZAD,
Hamriyah, RAK Free Trade Zone, among others) get special VAT treatment as Federal Tax
Authority-designated zones.

Corporate tax link: Free zone companies can access a 0% qualifying corporate tax rate, subject
to substance and qualifying-income conditions — a layer of regulation Singapore's system doesn't
have.

Singapore UAE Hong Kong
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Hong Kong: A Free Port Rather Than a Conventional Free-Zone
System:
Unlike Singapore, where the Free Trade Zone framework is based on designated customs-controlled

areas and specific cargo-routing arrangements, Hong Kong operates from a fundamentally different
concept: the entire territory functions as a free port.

For logistics and freight-forwarding professionals, this distinction is important. The question is generally
not “Is the cargo inside a free zone?” but rather “What type of goods are being imported, exported, or

controlled, and what customs or regulatory requirements apply?”

Territory-Wide Free Port

Hong Kong operates as a separate customs territory and maintains a free-port trading environment.
Instead of creating multiple geographic free zones, Hong Kong applies its basic free-port principles across
the territory.

This means that ordinary imported goods generally do not face customs duties simply because they enter
Hong Kong. The system is therefore less dependent on the physical location of the cargo and more focused
on the nature of the goods, their movement, and applicable regulatory controls.

From a freight-forwarding perspective, this creates a relatively straightforward operating environment:

Overseas Supplier — Hong Kong Port / Airport — Import & Regulatory Checks — Warehouse /
Distribution — Re-export or Local Market

The key advantage is that the free-port concept is not limited to a particular warehouse, terminal, or
designated FTZ boundary.

Limited Scope of Dutiable Goods

Hong Kong does not operate a broad customs-duty structure covering ordinary imported merchandise.
Excise duty is primarily imposed on four categories of goods:

o Liquor

o Tobacco

o Hydrocarbon oil
o Methyl alcohol

Therefore, the customs treatment of ordinary commercial cargo is fundamentally different from a
conventional tariff-based import system.

For logistics operators, this means that the first assessment is often not simply “What is the HS code and
customs duty rate?” Instead, attention must be given to:



What is the commodity? — Is it an excisable/controlled product? — Is a licence or permit
required? — Is the shipment subject to other regulatory controls?

This becomes particularly important for shipments involving controlled commodities, strategic goods,
food products, pharmaceuticals, chemicals, or other regulated cargo.

VAT/GST-Free Trading Environment

Hong Kong does not impose a general VAT or GST system on imported goods.

This removes one layer of tax calculation that logistics professionals commonly encounter in other
markets.

For a normal shipment, therefore, the financial assessment is less about calculating import VAT/GST and
more about identifying:

e Applicable excise duty, if any

e Customs or trade-control requirements

o Import/export licences

e Product-specific regulatory requirements

e Terminal, handling, storage and forwarding costs

This can make Hong Kong particularly relevant as a regional trading, consolidation and re-export
location.

Documentation: Simple Does Not Mean Unregulated

The free-port structure can make routine cargo movement comparatively straightforward, but it should
not be interpreted as “no documentation required.”

Commercial shipments still require appropriate shipping and trade documentation, such as:

e Commercial invoice

o Packing list

o Bill of Lading / Air Waybill

e Import/export declarations where applicable
o Certificates or licences where required

e Product-specific regulatory documents

The important difference is that documentation requirements are generally driven by the transaction,
commodity and applicable regulation, rather than by the need to obtain special FTZ treatment for
ordinary goods.



For a freight forwarder, the operational question becomes:
“What controls apply to this cargo?” rather than “Which free zone should this cargo enter?”
That is a fundamentally different way of thinking about customs planning.

Hong Kong as a Re-Export and Trading Gateway

Hong Kong's free-port model has historically supported its role as a major international trading and re-
export centre.

Cargo can arrive from one country, be handled or stored in Hong Kong, and subsequently be re-exported
to another market without Hong Kong becoming the final destination of the goods.

A simplified logistics model is:

Origin Country
N2
Hong Kong Port / Airport

\Z

Import / Regulatory Compliance

N

Warehousing / Consolidation / Distribution
N2

Re-export

N2

Final Destination

For freight-forwarding operations, this makes transshipment, consolidation, deconsolidation,
warehousing and regional distribution important parts of the Hong Kong logistics ecosystem.

International Trade Agreement Network

Hong Kong's position as a separate customs territory also allows it to participate independently in
international trade arrangements.

Its trade framework includes arrangements such as CEPA with Mainland China, as well as free-trade
agreements involving economies including ASEAN, Australia and EFTA members.

For logistics and commercial professionals, these agreements can matter because they may affect:

e Market access

e Rules of origin

e Preferential tariff treatment

e Product eligibility

o Export documentation

e Regional supply-chain planning



Hong Kong's free-port status and its preferential trade agreements are two different mechanisms.

The free-port system concerns the general treatment of goods entering Hong Kong, while an FTA
determines whether eligible goods can receive preferential treatment when traded with a particular partner.

The Hong Kong Perspective
The easiest way to understand Hong Kong is to move away from the traditional “Free Zone” mindset.

Conventional FTZ Thinking

Cargo enters designated zone

!

Duty/tax suspension

l

Cargo remains under customs control

!

Re-export or domestic clearance

Hong Kong Free-Port Thinking

Cargo enters Hong Kong
!

Hong Kong's territory-wide free-port environment applies

!

Identify commodity and regulatory requirements

l

Trade / store / consolidate / distribute / re-export

l

Apply specific controls where required

The Core Difference

Singapore:
The location and customs status of the cargo are central to the analysis.

Hong Kong:
The territory-wide free-port principle, commodity classification and regulatory controls are central
to the analysis.

Therefore, for a freight forwarder, Hong Kong should not simply be described as another version of a
Singapore-style FTZ. It represents a different customs philosophy: rather than creating a special free
zone within a customs territory, the territory itself operates broadly as a free port.

This distinction is particularly important when designing regional distribution, transshipment, re-
export, consolidation and cross-border supply-chain strategies.



Comparative Summary

Feature Singapore UAE Hong Kong
Legal structure Single national Act 40+ independently regulated No FTZ system — free port
(1966) zones territory-wide
Customs authority Singapore Customs Federal customs + zone Customs and Excise
(unified) authorities Department
Duty/tax GST & duty suspended Duty suspended until No general duty, VAT, or
suspended in FTZ mainland/GCC entry sales tax at all
Consistency across Uniform nationwide Varies zone to zone N/A — single unified system
zones
Corporate tax link None — customs-only Linked to 0% qualifying free Not zone-linked
mechanism zone tax

Relevance to Freight Forwarding Practice:

Three Different Customs Philosophies — Three Different Operational Challenges

For a freight forwarder, customs efficiency is not determined simply by whether a location is called a
Free Trade Zone, Free Zone, or Free Port.

The real question is:

Where does the customs complexity appear in the shipment lifecycle?

A forwarder may have to manage permits, customs declarations, cargo status, VAT/GST exposure,
warehouse controls, inter-zone movements, re-export documentation, controlled commodities, certificates
of origin and destination-country requirements.

Singapore, the UAE and Hong Kong approach these issues differently.

Singapore — Standardisation Becomes the Operational Advantage

Singapore's model is highly structured around a national customs framework.

For a freight forwarder operating repeatedly in Singapore, the advantage is that the learning curve is
largely about mastering one national operating environment rather than learning a different customs

philosophy for every free zone.

Singapore Customs operates TradeNet as the national single window for import, export and transhipment-
related declarations. Permit applications and regulatory requirements are channelled through this system.



What this means for the freight forwarder

Once an operations team understands:

e TradeNet

e UEN and Customs Account requirements

o Import/export/transhipment declarations

e FTZ procedures

e [IR/IT/OD and other relevant permit structures
e Controlled-goods requirements

o Customs endorsement requirements

¢ Inter-gateway movements

e Supporting-document requirements

e Warehouse and FTZ procedures

the knowledge becomes highly reusable across Singapore operations.
This creates a process-driven operating environment.

The important point: Singapore is not “paperwork-free”

It is better described as standardised paperwork.

For example, Singapore Customs requires the correct permit for applicable transhipment and movement
scenarios. Movement between FTZs, FTZ-to-land-checkpoint movements, certain controlled-goods
movements and movements involving licensed/Zero-GST warehouses can trigger specific permit
requirements. However, non-controlled goods moving within the same FTZ generally do not require a
permit.

Therefore, the operational skill is not simply preparing documents.

It is identifying the correct customs status before moving the cargo.

Example

Consider:

Germany — Singapore — Mumbai

A forwarder must determine:

Is the cargo genuinely transhipment cargo?
What does the BL/AWB show?

Is there a Singapore party involved?
Is the cargo controlled?

b S



Which FTZ is involved?

Is inter-gateway movement required?

Is a permit required?

Where must the cargo and permit be presented?
What supporting documents must be retained?

LR w

Singapore Customs specifically states that transactions that do not meet recognised transhipment
scenarios may be treated as imports/exports and require the relevant permits even when the cargo
remains in an FTZ.

The hidden advantage: predictability

For a multinational freight forwarder, this standardisation can be valuable.

You can build:

SOP — Training — Checklist — System Workflow — Compliance Audit

around a relatively consistent national framework.

This is especially useful for companies handling high shipment volumes.

Singapore has also continued to digitise and streamline strategic-goods compliance. For example, the
Strategic Trade Scheme includes individual and bulk permits, with bulk permits designed for eligible high-

volume or short-lead-time transactions.

But Singapore's strength creates a different risk

Because the system is highly structured, a wrong declaration can create a very specific compliance
problem.

The forwarder's responsibility therefore becomes:
Correct data + correct permit + correct cargo status + correct movement + correct checkpoint.

Singapore Customs requires relevant trade records to be retained for at least five years for transhipment
and declaring activities.

So the Singapore model can be described as:

“Standardisation-driven logistics.”



UAE — The Main Challenge Is Understanding the Customs Ecosystem
The UAE presents a different operational environment.

Instead of thinking about the UAE as having one single free-zone operating model, a freight forwarder
should think in terms of an ecosystem containing:

Free Zone — Designated Zone — Mainland — Customs Territory — Customs Warehouse —
Port/Airport — Re-export Channel

The precise treatment can depend on the applicable customs authority, free zone, transaction and tax status.

This is why zone-specific due diligence is important.

JAFZA, DMCC, RAKEZ and Others Are Not Simply Interchangeable

For example, JAFZA describes itself as a major customs-bonded free zone with onsite customs and a
strong port/logistics ecosystem.

RAKEZ's published customs manual illustrates another important principle: goods leaving a UAE free
zone for the customs territory can be treated as foreign goods for customs purposes, with specific
procedures applying to movement between zones and to the mainland.

This means that the freight forwarder must think beyond:

“Is this a UAE Free Zone?”

and instead ask:

“Which free zone, which customs authority, which movement, which tax treatment and which
destination?”

VAT Creates an Additional Layer
This is where the UAE becomes particularly interesting.

The UAE has a VAT system, but certain Designated Zones can receive special VAT treatment if the
statutory conditions are satisfied.

The Federal Tax Authority states that a Designated Zone must satisfy specific requirements, including
being a defined/fenced geographic area, having customs/security controls, maintaining procedures for
goods movement and storage, and meeting the applicable operator conditions. Importantly, a business
established in a Designated Zone is still regarded as being in the UAE for VAT purposes; the special
treatment concerns certain supplies of goods, not the business itself being completely outside the UAE.

That distinction is extremely important in logistics.



Therefore:

Free Zone # automatically VAT-free for every transaction.
And:
Designated Zone # automatically outside the UAE for every tax purpose.

The transaction must be analysed.

UAE Freight Forwarding Requires “Transaction Mapping”
A UAE forwarder may need to map the movement as:

Overseas Supplier

!
UAE Port / Airport

!

Free Zone

l

Storage / Processing / Consolidation

!

Re-export
or:

Overseas Supplier

!

Free Zone

!
Mainland UAE

!

Local Customer

These two flows can have significantly different customs and tax implications.

Dubai Customs guidance, for example, requires an appropriate customs declaration for a free-zone
company selling goods to the mainland, and certain restricted goods may require approvals from the

relevant authorities.

This makes customs-status mapping particularly important.



The UAE Operational Question

The forwarder's question should therefore be:

“Where is the cargo physically located, what is its customs status, what is its VAT treatment, and
what happens when it crosses into another customs environment?”

This is different from Singapore's more nationally standardised approach.

UAE model:

Location-driven + transaction-driven + tax-driven compliance

That is why a forwarder handling UAE cargo should build a zone-specific compliance matrix rather
than assume that a procedure used successfully in one free zone will automatically apply everywhere.

Hong Kong — Free Port Rather Than Free-Zone Thinking
Hong Kong introduces an entirely different perspective.

Hong Kong is a free port, rather than a conventional territory containing a collection of geographically
defined FTZs.

Hong Kong Customs states that Hong Kong does not levy general customs tariffs on imports and exports
and does not impose VAT/general sales tax. Excise duties apply to four main categories: liquor, tobacco,
hydrocarbon oil and methyl alcohol.

This creates a very different starting point for the freight forwarder.

Instead of asking:

“Which free zone should I use?”

the operational question becomes:

“What regulatory controls apply to this cargo?”

But “Hong Kong Has Less Paperwork” Needs a More Precise Explanation

It would be inaccurate to say that Hong Kong simply has “no documentation.”

Hong Kong requires import/export declarations for applicable goods, and declarations generally have to
be lodged within 14 days after importation or exportation. There are also declaration charges and penalties

for late or inaccurate declarations.

Therefore, the better description is:



Hong Kong reduces tariff and customs-tax friction, rather than eliminating documentation.
That is an important distinction.

A normal shipment may avoid the type of import-duty/VAT calculation encountered in many other
jurisdictions, but the forwarder still needs to manage:

e Commercial invoice

o Packing list

« BL/AWB

o Import/export declarations where applicable
e Controlled-goods requirements

e Licences

o Strategic/trade-control requirements

e Origin documentation

e Re-export documentation

e Destination-country requirements

Hong Kong Customs also operates a Trade Single Window, with Phase 3's first batch launched on 1 May
2026, integrating existing systems and providing a single platform for more than 40 types of trade
documents; further phases are planned.

So Hong Kong is also moving toward greater digitalisation.

Hong Kong's Real Freight-Forwarding Advantage Is Friction Reduction

The more meaningful advantage is the combination of:

Free Port + Major International Gateway + Re-export Capability + Regional Connectivity
This can make Hong Kong attractive for:

e Regional distribution

o Consolidation

e Deconsolidation

e Re-export

e Transhipment

e Trading operations

e High-value cargo

e Time-sensitive cargo

e Asia-focused supply chains

However, the absence of general tariffs does not mean the absence of customs control.



Hong Kong Customs states that cargo entering or leaving the territory remains subject to customs control,
primarily through document and manifest examination, with physical examination conducted selectively
when necessary.

A Critical Point for Transhipment: Destination Rules Still Matter
This is one of the most important real-world considerations.

Suppose:

Europe — Hong Kong — Mainland China

or:

Europe — Hong Kong — Singapore

The Hong Kong leg may be operationally straightforward, but the destination country's preferential-
origin or direct-transport requirements can introduce additional documentation.

Hong Kong Customs provides specific procedures concerning transhipment cargo and certificates/non-
manipulation requirements for certain preferential trade arrangements. For example, depending on the
destination agreement and how cargo is handled during transhipment, a Certificate of Non-manipulation
may be relevant.

Therefore:

A free port does not automatically mean a free pass through the entire supply chain.

The destination customs authority still matters.

The Three Models from a Forwarder's Point of View

Operational Singapore UAE Hong Kong
Factor

Basic phil h Multiple free-
asic philosophy Structured FTZ/transhipment ditiple free . .
zone/customs Territory-wide free port
system
ecosystems
Main operational Which Which .
: s . What commodity/regulatory
question permit/status/movement zone/customs/tax
. . . controls apply?
applies? regime applies?
Documentation Generally lower tariff-related
. . Can vary by . .
complexity Highly structured . friction, but declarations
transaction/zone .
remain
Tax focus Customs duty + VAT +

No general VAT/sales tax;
limited excise categories

Duty/GST suspension in FTZ;

Desi ted Z
payable when applicable B R

considerations



Physical location . . Comparatively lower for
High Very high ordinary free-port treatment
iterzone Specific permit structures Asim) ST Not based on FTZ-to-FTZ model
movement procedures may apply

Re-export

Major component of

Stron Core free-port function
& free-zone model P
Compliance . Correct declaration +

Correct declaration and Correct zone + customs . .

challenge ; commodity/control/origin
permit + VAT treatment .
requirements
Forwarder skill Process mastery Regime mapping Trade-flow optimisation

The table should not be interpreted as saying one jurisdiction is universally “easier.” The complexity
simply appears in different places.

The Three Different Skills a Modern Freight Forwarder Needs

Singapore - PROCESS MASTERY

The forwarder needs to become highly competent in:

TradeNet — Permit — Cargo Status — FTZ — Checkpoint — Endorsement — Documentation

The system rewards operational consistency.

UAE - REGIME MAPPING

The forwarder needs to understand:

Free Zone — Designated Zone — Mainland — Customs Warehouse — VAT — Re-export —
Local Market

The critical skill is identifying the correct regulatory path before cargo moves.

Hong Kong - TRADE-FLOW OPTIMISATION

The forwarder needs to understand:

Free Port — Commodity — Regulatory Control — Re-export — Destination Rules —
Origin/Preference

The opportunity lies in reducing unnecessary friction while ensuring destination-country requirements
are not overlooked.



A Real-World Shipment Example

Imagine a company wants to move:

China — Hub — Europe

The company is considering Singapore, UAE and Hong Kong.
Singapore

The forwarder examines:

Transhipment status — BL/AWB — FTZ — permit requirement — controlled-goods status —
movement — final export

The major operational question is:
“What is the correct Singapore customs declaration and cargo movement?”

Singapore Customs specifically requires a transhipment agent to account for the movement and obtain
the applicable transhipment permit where required.

UAE

The forwarder examines:

Which free zone? — Which customs authority? — Designated Zone status? — VAT treatment? —
Storage? — Mainland movement? — Re-export?

The key question becomes:

“What customs and tax regime applies at each stage of the movement?”
Hong Kong

The forwarder examines:

Free-port treatment — commodity controls — declaration — transhipment/re-export —
destination requirements — origin documentation

The key question becomes:

“What controls still apply despite Hong Kong's free-port environment?”



The Bigger 2026 Perspective

The logistics industry is moving away from simply asking:
“Which country has the best free zone?”

That is becoming too simplistic.

A modern freight forwarder should instead evaluate:

1. Customs Predictability

Can the same procedure be repeated reliably?

2. Digital Connectivity

How quickly can permits, declarations and trade documents be submitted and tracked?
3. Tax Exposure

When does duty, GST or VAT become payable?

4. Cargo Visibility

Can the operator accurately track cargo status and customs status?
5. Regulatory Complexity

How many agencies and approvals are involved?

6. Re-export Efficiency

How easily can cargo move from the hub to the final destination?
7. Origin and FTA Requirements

Will transhipment affect preferential tariff eligibility?

8. Controlled Cargo Risk

What happens if the cargo is strategic, restricted, hazardous or otherwise controlled?
9. Port-Airport Connectivity

How easily can cargo move between sea, air, road and warehouse infrastructure?



10. Digital Trade Infrastructure

Can the forwarder integrate customs procedures with its internal TMS, WMS, ERP and customer
visibility systems?

The New Perspective: Customs Is Becoming a Supply-Chain Design Function
This is perhaps the most important conclusion.

Traditionally, customs was treated as a clearance activity:

Cargo arrives — Customs clearance — Cargo released

Modern logistics requires a different mindset:

Supply Chain Design — Customs Strategy — Tax Analysis — Permit Planning — Cargo Routing
— Warehouse Strategy — Final Delivery

Therefore, a freight forwarder is increasingly not just a company that moves cargo.
It is a company that designs the regulatory and physical route of cargo.

Final Operational Perspective

Singapore

“Master the system.”

The major advantage is national standardisation and a structured digital customs environment. The
operational challenge is getting the permit, declaration, cargo status and movement exactly right.

UAE
“Map the regime.”
The major opportunity is the extensive free-zone and logistics ecosystem. The operational challenge is

understanding which zone, customs procedure, VAT treatment and mainland/re-export pathway
applies to the transaction.



Hong Kong

“Optimise the trade flow.”

The major advantage is the territory-wide free-port environment and absence of general import/export
tariffs and VAT/general sales tax. The operational challenge is recognising that low tariff friction does
not eliminate declarations, controlled-goods requirements or destination-country
origin/transhipment rules.

The real lesson for freight forwarding

Singapore is primarily a question of process.
UAE is primarily a question of regime.
Hong Kong is primarily a question of trade flow.

And the most capable freight-forwarding operation is not necessarily the one that finds the “cheapest
free zone.”

It is the one that can determine:

Where should the cargo move?

Under what customs status?

With which declaration?

Under which tax treatment?

Through which warehouse or gateway?

With what origin documentation?

And with what compliance risk at the final destination?

That is where customs knowledge becomes supply-chain strategy.
Conclusion

This comparative analysis shows that "free trade zone" is not a single regulatory concept but three distinct
approaches to the same underlying goal: letting goods move, transform, and re-export without the friction
of full customs duty.

Singapore's model is defined by uniformity — one Act, one customs authority, and consistent rules across
every zone, which rewards deep familiarity with a single system (TradeNet, IR/IT/OD permits) rather than
repeated due diligence. The UAE's model is defined by fragmentation by design — over 40
independently regulated zones create flexibility and competition between emirates, but shift the
compliance burden onto forwarders and traders who must verify rules zone by zone. Hong Kong's model
is defined by territorial simplicity — by extending free-port status across the entire jurisdiction rather
than carving out zones, it removes the "which zone" question altogether, at the cost of the suspended-duty
storage mechanism that Singapore and the UAE both offer.



For a logistics or freight forwarding professional, the practical implication is that no single "FTZ
expertise" transfers cleanly between these three hubs. Singapore rewards depth in one system; the UAE
rewards attention to zone-specific detail; Hong Kong rewards knowing that, in most cases, there's
comparatively little to check at all. As global supply chains increasingly route through more than one of
these hubs — Singapore and the UAE in particular are frequently used together for Asia-Middle East-
Africa trade lanes — understanding these structural differences, rather than treating "FTZ" as one uniform
rule set, is what separates efficient cross-border operations from costly compliance mistakes.

Further research could usefully extend this comparison to other major hubs (e.g., Rotterdam, Shanghai's
Free Trade Zone, or Jebel Ali specifically within the UAE) or examine how digitalization of customs
platforms (TradeNet, UAE's various emirate-level systems) is narrowing or widening these regulatory
gaps over time.
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