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a.  Overview of

Australian Federation of International Forwarders Ltd (AFIF)

The Australian Federation of International Forwarders Ltd (AFIF) is the peak industry Association representing service providers covering the total international logistics chain. 

AFIF was created in July 1996 following the merger of two distinct organisations, namely: The Australian Federation of Airfreight Forwarders (‘AFAFF'- formed in 1977) and The International Forwarders Association of Australia ('IFAA' - representing Seafreight Forwarders - formed in 1976).

AFIF has a membership of 204 corporate entities, ranging from organisations that operate several branch offices across Australia, to small and medium enterprises in a single location. 

The membership includes in excess of 85% of organisations offering global logistics services to and from Australia, including almost all of the large multi-national organisations. Percentage representation in terms of cargo moved is difficult to quantify, nevertheless it is generally acknowledged that the majority of Australia’s export and import aircargo is arranged by Freight Forwarders.  In terms of sea cargo (by shipment numbers), Forwarders would provide services for between 65 - 70% of import and export manufactured items, transported in seafreight containers. We believe that these facts and figures indicate the significant role that Forwarders have in the global logistics industry. 

A Forwarder is required to provide a variety of services ranging from, acting as agent to arrange international transport on behalf of their importer or exporter customers, right through to taking on the role of ‘principal’ in the transaction.  The latter requires a Forwarder to provide and/or procure services for the total movement of goods from seller to buyer including: pre-shipment order follow up and inventory control; transport trade & shipping documentation; cargo tracking; customs & quarantine reporting formalities; depot facilities, plus warehousing and distribution of the goods whilst taking on full legal responsibility as ‘carrier’ in the transaction.

Apart from its representative role as a professional Industry body, AFIF also provides a comprehensive program of vocational training subjects for the staff of freight forwarding organisations around the country. AFIF has also worked closely with the Australian Customs Service in delivering education on border compliance issues to its membership.

A high percentage of AFIF members also provide customs brokerage services and a similar percentage have customs licensed (S.77g) and quarantine accredited depots for consolidation and unpack of containers and where goods are held pending clearance by the relevant authority.

Freight Forwarders and Customs Brokers are required to access the various electronic cargo reporting systems provided by Customs and the majority utilise the  hub messaging system provided by Tradegate and / or Connect.com for message carrier services.

b.   Introduction

The Australian Federation of International Forwarders Ltd (AFIF) has been closely involved in issues regarding E-Commerce and I.T. relative to the International Trade and Transport Industry sector  via Industry working Committees and through involvement with Tradegate ECA Ltd at various levels.  

AFIF has also been closely involved throughout the ACS Cargo Management re-engineering process and made two submissions to the recent Senate Committee Inquiry in regard to the Customs Legislation Amendment and Repeal (International Trade Modernisation) Bill 2000.      We understand that this inquiry flows on from matters arising during the Legal & Constitutional Legislation Committee inquiry and that submissions would be made available to this Committee.

In particular we draw attention to our Submission of march 23rd, 2001 and our supplementary Submission of April 26th,  2001 and the Transcript of Evidence given by us to the 2nd  Senate Hearing of the Inquiry held in Melbourne on May 3rd, 2001.   We are willing to provide additional evidence to this Inquiry if so required.

AFIF welcomes the opportunity to make this submission to the Senate Inquiry into outsourcing of the Australian Customs Service (ACS) information technology

c.  Response

The key principle relating to successfully implementing E-Commerce is for it to be based upon a high degree of communication, co-ordination and co-operation between all of the parties involved at every stage of the process.

Whilst priority is generally accorded to technical I.T. issues, success generally speaking will depend upon the level of achievement in accommodating the need that each party will have in relation to their internal or sectoral business system.

Security of the existing Tradegate system has not been a problem up to this time. We don’t know whether the present Internet virus problems would affect the proposed Customs Connect Facility but we are aware that no problem has been experienced with the present system servicing the vital cargo clearance system. We suggest there would need to be a very good reason to desert the present tried and proven system for the unknown.

We are further concerned that the breakdown of the unique Industry controlled channel of communication that the present community-based approach has provided between statutory bodies and industry, will inhibit an on-going understanding by each sector of the others requirements. Such would not only reduce overall efficiency and effectiveness, but would also make future systemic improvement much more difficult to achieve.

In broad terms we suggest that the foregoing provides a basic principle on which each of the Committee’s Terms of Reference should be assessed. 

The ACS has clearly stated their satisfaction with the present Tradegate system in earlier evidence (03/05/01). They have not identified any ACS objectives that cannot be met under the present contract, which is itself, outsourcing. Industry is very concerned that the ACS is withdrawing from the existing, very complex, cross Industry IT arrangement that is in place and is working well, for no apparent good reason.

If the ACS, or the Government policy favours expansion of competitive access that is fine, but it does not justify removal of the existing highly successful service. This, in reality, would amount to a reduction in competition.

Industry, generally, does not wish to be compelled to move off its tried and proven technology for what is an unknown and unproven IT experience. We believe this would be bordering on folly at additional unnecessary cost to all concerned.
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