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 Standing United for 40 Years …

Preamble

Customs is a centuries’ old administration whose action is key for our country, the safety 

and security of the French. While its time-honoured role of levying duties for tax purposes 

is common knowledge, the administration’s gradual diversifi cation of its assignments so 

that it can tackle new areas of growing importance for our fellow citizens, i.e., the economy, 

and the fi ght against fraud, is not a widely known fact. 

The 2008 commemoration of the fortieth anniversary of the Customs Union is an opportunity 

to recall the place of Customs in our society, and the changes Customs has undergone. 

Indeed, each of the European Customs has to meet the new challenges of modernisation 

and the rollout of new technologies.

Far from being thrown into question by construction of Europe, customs is briefed 

to enforce mainly Community regulations and to levy a substantial share of EU budgetary 

resources.

Customs has also become an administration providing economic support to business and 

protection to consumers in a situation of trade liberalisation and intensifi cation. As the 

dematerialisation of trade and borders has greatly increased the risk of fraud, customs’ 

primary calling as the “safe keeper of trade”, the core skill of the customs administration, 

has been strengthened.

Every year customs deals with several billion euros worth of imports and exports; every 

year it controls millions of documents and physically checks the goods circulating within 

the EU territory. For these very reasons, Customs is a linchpin of Europe’s response to 

globalisation.

The work has produced signifi cant results:

•  More than 100 million counterfeit goods have been seized at the borders of the 

European Union; 

• Some 13 billion euros in custom duties have been collected;

•  Every year roughly 6 tons of heroin and 90 tons of cocaine are seized within the 

European Union territory;

• Some 7,000 specimens of endangered plant and animal species have been confi scated.

The Customs Union has been a keystone of the European Union throughout its 

history and an essential cog in the machinery of the Single Market.
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FRENCH CUSTOMS THROUGHOUT HISTORY

Ever since humans have lived in organised society, customs duties have been one of the 

prime sources of States’ revenues while enabling the authorities to control the levied 

goods. 

Entrenched on the borders, French Customs long embodied protectionism, especially 

since it controlled internationally traded goods. Over time it has been assigned to enforce 

a range of regulations, thus becoming an aide supporting the economic, health, or excise 

policy. 
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La Gabelle or Salt Tax
During the Seventeenth Century, the farmers-general (tax farmers) leased the right to 

collect customs duties and paid to the Royal Treasury a sum fi xed in their lease. They then 

collected the duties on their own behalf. At that time, one of the most unpopular taxes was 

the salt tax called la gabelle in French.

The Régie des douanes nationale, 

the National Customs System
The so-called ‘modern’ customs administration was born after the French Revolution. 

The internal borders were abolished and the Ferme Générale1 was nationalised in 1791. 

The Régie des douanes was put in charge of enforcing the government’s foreign trade 

policy, especially during the Continental System (i.e., the blockade against England). 

From the First Empire 

to the Third Republic 

In 1801, Bonaparte created the Ministry of Commerce and Manufacture to which customs 

was attached. He established the post of Director General for Customs.

From 1815, customs officers were in the front lines, rolling out protectionism rooted in the 

State’s determination to protect agriculture and defend the industries that were created 

during the Continental System. Customs was then attached to the Ministry of Finance.

The Red Stripe 

During the Nineteenth Century, customs officers’ uniforms gradually took shape. They 

sported a red madder stripe, the distinctive mark of an elite corps. The customs brigades 

operated as military units. Both world wars and ensuing reconstruction periods entailed 

far-reaching changes of Customs.
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The customs administration is active in a wide range of activities through its taxation 

assignment benefi ting the budget of the European Union, the State, and the local 

authorities, or through its assignment to support economic activity, and through its 

ongoing involvement in the protection of territorial security and citizen safety. 

The Single Market means new control methods. Customs’ routine tasks focused on levying 

duties and excise when goods enter the European Union territory and on checks at the 

EU’s external borders have gradually broadened to include numerous other areas, and 

specifi cally the fi ght against illicit trafficking and the organised crime that is usually 

behind it (drugs, chemical precursors, counterfeit goods, weapons, and so on).

Because Customs monitors the fl ow of goods and the production and marketing channels; 

it is involved in ensuring the protection, safety and security of citizens in areas touching 

on the environment, sanitation and food, as well as compliance with technical standards, 

and more generally, in protecting them against every hazard and any manifestation of fraud 

or illicit competition.

The Single Market only works efficiently thanks to common rules, congruently enforced 

at its external borders.

Therefore, the 27 Customs administration of the European Union must act as if they were 

one. Since the establishment of the internal market, the European Commission has rolled 

out several action programmes for customs within the European area, to clear the way for 

the most comprehensive customs integration. 
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Caroline Cloatre,

Customs Inspector 

At the Paris

Regional Directorate

for Customs and Excise
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Relations between Customs and business rely on 

partnership and trust. 

 

For instance, simplifi ed clearance procedures for 

business have been dramatically speeded up for 

imports and exports, and businesses  often enjoy 

favourable customs arrangements.

While continuing to carry out its indispensable 

controls, customs are working closely with 

business, with the goal of facilitating the circulation 

of goods by establishing administrative formalities 

tailored to corporate constraints. 

These original rules for working with business 

combined with new electronic clearance methods 

on the Internet have actually generated substantial 

adjustments to the type and methods of customs 

checks. 

Lastly, French Customs has been seriously 

committed to different forms of national and 

international cooperation, because of its role as 

the “safe keeper of trade”, its ability to mobilise on 

a permanent basis and the legal arsenal available 

to its officers. 

The priorities of both international customs 

cooperation and France are part of the effort 

to seek a balance between the facilitation and 

the security of trade; issues that are shared by 

the international organisations, and specifi cally 

the European Union and the World Customs 

Organization (WCO). 

« I started working for the Gene-

ral Secretariat of the Paris Direc-

torate at the Customs and Excise 

Administration in 2001, and al-

though my experience is not that 

long, I do not see myself either as 

a novice at my fascinating job as 

a customs officer. 

In 2006, when I fi nished my 

customs inspector internship, 

I jointed the Unit in charge of 
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regulations at the Paris Econo-

mic Action Centre (PAE, pole 

d’action économique) that had 

just been created. 

That year the Economic Action 

Centres were set up under each 

Regional Directorate for Customs 

and Excise, to improve the way 

customs met business expecta-

tions for advice and information 

about clearance procedures and 

about the customs arrangements 

most suitable to the structure of 

their international trade opera-

tions.

My fi rst job alternated mana-

gement and statistic collection 

activities and did not directly 

involve customs matters. To be 

perfectly honest, in those days, 

Europe was still an abstract en-

tity in my everyday professional 

routine… 

On the other hand, I have a much 

more concrete grasp of Europe 

with my PAE activity, which alter-

nates regular contacts with Paris 

Customs, small businesses, bu-

siness creators and individuals. 

During an audit, among others 

things, because of my responsi-

veness to a business, I can offer 

it ‘tailored’ customs solutions to 

help the business gain competi-

tive advantage.

I can also see how each Mem-

ber State interacting with its 26 

partners complies with com-

mon customs regulations, their 

shared ‘language’, so to speak. 

In 2007, for instance, the deploy-

ment of new DELT@ clearance e-

procedures was the central item 

on the agenda of our informative 

meetings and our training cour-

ses for Paris-based businesses.

Forty years after the change, i.e., 

the set-up of the Customs Union 

for the Europe of 6 nations in 

compliance with the provisions 

of the Treaty of Rome, I think that 

a new (r)evolution of our cus-

toms procedures is getting off 

the ground. 

Thanks to the European e-cus-

toms project, from now on online 

clearance will be the rule in each 

Member State, very shortly. » 
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Customs cooperation, long viewed within a 

bilateral framework, is becoming increasingly 

multilateral, especially because of the scope of 

emerging countries’ needs for modernisation, 

and the trans-national stakes involved. 

The major components of the actions rolled 

out by France’s technical cooperation are 

fi ghting fraud, facilitating trade, modernising 

customs administrations, and continuing 

education and training.

Cooperation involves, among others, audit 

and expertise task forces, training and 

twinning operations. It relies on a network 

of officers posted abroad (Customs attachés 

covering a geographic area, customs technical 

assistants, and liaison officers seconded to 

specialised organisations such as Europol, for 

instance). They are the irreplaceable relays of 

France’s international customs cooperation.
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A PERSPECTIVE ON CUSTOMS

★ The Modernised Community Customs Code (MCCC) authorises European 

Union customs to enforce the world’s most stringent security requirements while 

fostering an environment that does not disrupt legitimate trade. When the new Customs 

Code is completely operational in 2009, it will clear the way for simplifi cations that 

will accelerate work between customs and business operators and lower clearance 

costs;

★ The decision concerning e-customs is another major step forward in terms of 

information and communication system interconnection between national customs, 

for the benefi t of customs and business operators. By meeting the requirements of 

modern logistics, the Pan-European e-customs will help support the competitiveness 

of businesses in Europe, among other things; 

★ A proposal to modify the provisions for mutual administrative assistance for 

customs matters should clear the way for streamlining current computer systems, and 

thus strengthen customs’ capabilities to fi ght various types of fraud and the organised 

crime that is usually behind it.

The changes are major legislative and technological advances, supplying European 

Customs authorities with modern tools and ensuring the high quality of the services 

they must provide to citizens and business. 

Today Customs is faced with a fast-changing environment where production methods 

and consumer patterns are changing, international business trade is stepping up, and 

new world threats are looming (terrorism, organised crime, climate change, and so on). In 

this situation, the Customs’ future is strongly dependent on: 
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★ Will ensure the safe keeping of the European Union’s 

fi nancial interests; 

★ Will facilitate legitimate business by improving customs 

control systems and lightening the administrative burden; 

★ Will strengthen the protection of society against security 

risks and safety hazards, by devising efficient risk management 

methods;

★ Will modernise the working methods of its departments, 

to improve the competitiveness of European business; 

★ Will step up cooperation between Customs authorities, 

with the business world, and with the public organisations in 

each of the Member States.

Tomorrow’s Customs…
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General Directorate of Customs and Excise
Direction Générale des Douanes et Droits Indirects – Information and Communication Office

Bureau Information et Communication - 11, rue des deux Communes - 93558 MONTREUIL Cedex

Website: http://www.douane.gouv.fr 

Infos Douane Service

ids@douane.finances.gouv.fr

June 2008

While it is true that its role as tax collector has long screened the economic component 

of the customs’ core skills, with the construction of Europe and globalisation, Customs 

is now committed to a new drive serving the economy and employment. 

The Customs administration, the service provider of a modern State, with a singularity 

and vitality forged by the men and women devoted to their job, is actively involved in the 

construction of Europe. 

Securing, protecting, collecting and facilitating are the terms defi ning the bold forward-

looking outlook of tomorrow’s customs. And each term encompasses an action carried out 

with an ongoing concern for the quality of the service rendered to users.

Established 40 years ago, the Customs Union embodies the successful completion 

and vitality of the construction of Europe.

« 40 years of European Customs Union

Protecting people and faciliting trade »

« 40 ans d’Union douanière européenne.

Des individus protégés, des échanges commerciaux simplifi és »

« 40 Jahre Zollunion.

Garant für Sicherheit und freien Handel in Europa »


