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This flash report summarises our activities during the third workshop of the foresight 

project The Future of Customs in the EU 2040. The aim of this document is to describe the 

activities that took place during the workshop, and support us in taking stock of current 

achievements and preparing the next steps of the study. As such, this document does not 

describe all the insights captured during the workshop, nor presents the full set of 

outcomes. This content will be further developed by the team and ultimately be shared in 

the form of a final report. 

 

The first section provides some information on the project itself, its context and the team 

that is implementing it. The second section then presents an illustrated guide to the 

workshop process. The third section describes the feedback we received from participants, 

and, finally, the fourth section sets out the next steps for the project. 

 

1. Context and aim of the project and workshop 

The policy context of the project 

Global trade is evolving fast and the EU is one of the world's most important trading 

partners. New regulations, technologies, products and trade flows continuously create risks 

and opportunities that challenge customs in the EU. The scale and speed of these changes 

create challenges that are unprecedented in the over 50-year history of EU customs policy. 

In this context, DG TAXUD recognised the importance of engaging in a thorough work of 

anticipation to make sure that EU customs remain relevant and effective in the long-term, 

in line with current and future challenges and that the policy makers have the best possible 

evidence to create the EU customs of the future.  

This process will build on the outcomes of the pilot activity on foresight started in 2018 by 

DG TAXUD with the support of their "Think Tank" composed of six Member States. 

In the discussions around the preparation of the project, it became especially clear that the 

foresight process should be: 

 Policy-relevant: to provide a longer-term view in which current policy choices and 

options can be situated and interpreted. The study aims at better preparing policy 

makers and stakeholders to create an efficient EU customs for the future.  

 Systemic and integrated: providing a qualitative understanding of possible in- 

and out-of-the-box developments that will affect EU Customs, and developing an 

integrated, systemic approach to understand EU customs. This will help to consider 

and link meaningfully the issues that will have a large impact on the sector but are 

now out of the view of policymakers and stakeholders.  

The technical context and DG JRC expertise 

This project is performed on behalf of DG TAXUD by the European Commission's Joint 

Research Centre (JRC) foresight team, part of the EU Policy Lab (JRC Unit I.2). This foresight 

process started in January 2019 and is planned to end in March 2020. It builds on 

expertise developed at the JRC over the course of a number of foresight exercises covering 
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both the development and use of scenarios for policy (e.g. for DG RTD, DG SANTE, DG 

CNECT), the development of visions for policy (for DG GROW, DG ENV) and the 

development and use of foresight engagement tools (e.g. for DG HOME, DG SANTE, DG 

CNECT, DG CLIMA).  

This experience has allowed the JRC team to put together a comprehensive foresight 

approach tailored to the multiple requirements of the project.  

More specifically, the project is applying the following methods and tools: 

 The Real-Time Delphi method as a first collection of intelligence on the future of 

customs in the EU  

 A classic scenario-building methodology based on the identification of two key 

uncertainties to create a structure to build scenarios 

 The Scenario Exploration System, an award-winning tool that enables participants 

to use scenarios to simulate their possible paths towards the future in relation to 

an issue of their choice. 

 Vision building 

Objectives 

The main objectives of this project are: 

 To develop a process to generate strategic intelligence for EU policy making in the 

domain of customs in the EU, including scenarios. 

 To generate a tool to help relevant actors and stakeholders of EU customs engage 

with the foresight scenarios developed by the project.  

 To generate a vision for customs in the EU in 2040 

 To support an action-oriented reflection on what the outcomes of the foresight 

process could mean for decision-making today. 

The project design 

In order to achieve the objectives of the project and fulfil the needs from DG TAXUD it has 

been necessary to build a community of experts representing the diversity of stakeholders 

around customs in the EU. This is needed to ensure the depth and breadth of expertise 

required to be able to deliver high quality outcomes.  

The project process is designed in six key steps:  

1. Scoping and system definition 

2. Identification of key drivers and determination of a scenario logic 

3. Development of scenarios 

4. Construction of a tailor made tool and strategy to engage with key stakeholders 

and policy makers 

5. Vision building; and 

6. Action oriented strategic reflection.  

Purpose of the workshop 

The purpose of this third scenario building workshop was to finalise the four different 

scenarios for customs in the EU in 2040 and to create a customs version of the Scenario 
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Exploration System for use by all stakeholders of customs in support of their strategic 

reflections.   

2. The workshop  

At the very beginning of the workshop Philip Kermode, Director Directorate A – Customs –  

DG TAXUD, briefly introduced the policy context of this project. He emphasised the 

importance that the European Commission now puts on foresight, and that in this respect, 

DG TAXUD now finds itself ahead of the game with this foresight exercise. This is 

important as so many policy areas depend on customs and, vice versa, customs depend on 

so many other policy fields. Philip Kermode underlined that for once we shall have a much 

longer-term vision for the customs. He quoted the Commission President-elect, Ursula von 

der Leyen, who has also announced that she wants to take the Customs Union to the next 

level – which Philip Kermode clearly sees as an invitation to take action and be creative.  

 

Aftewards Laurent Bontoux, project lead from the JRC, presented the ground rules of the 

workshop, such as the Chatham House Rule, and encouraged all participants to fully 

engage in the activities until the end, be creative and speak their mind. The objective of the 

first day was to review and finalise the four scenarios for the future of customs in the EU 

2040. The aim for the second day was to generate the content needed to create a 

customs-specific version of the Scenario Exploration System and to try it out.   

 

 

https://ec.europa.eu/jrc/en/research/foresight/ses
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2.1. Presentation of the scenarios 

The four different scenarios, created during the second workshop (24-25 June) and then 

elaborated over the summer, were presented by the JRC team. Anda Ghiran, Anne-Katrin 

Bock, Anna Hakami and Laurent Bontoux each presented one scenario, giving an overview 

of how the situation in Europe could look like in 2040 and how this would affect customs. 

2.2 Getting into the scenarios 

Each corner of the room was the 'home' for one scenario. As an ice-breaking exercise, the 

participants were asked to go to a corner, join up in pairs and answer the question: Who 

would you like to be in this scenario and why? While in some scenarios, several wanted to 

be the Director-General of a customs administration, or a multinational company, in other 

scenarios some wanted to be organised cyber criminals. This exercise showed how the 

conditions in different scenarios may favour different actors. Here are some examples:  
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2.3 Finalising scenarios for customs 2040 

The participants were split in four groups and reviewed all the four scenarios through a 

World Café process. This session was crucial for adding more details to the scenarios, 

correcting inconsistencies and making sure they were different enough from each other. 

Following this workshop, the scenarios will be finalised on the basis of the new content.  
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2.4. The paths to the scenarios 

The scenarios paint a picture of how the world and customs could look like in 2040, but 

they don't give much detail about what sequence of events led to each of them. This was 

addressed in the last session of the day in which the participants had to imagine several 

events and developments that led up to the scenarios. Each story was created through 

brainstorming and by using post-its covering events under the following categories: society 

and environment, economy, EU, international trade, customs, and technology for customs. 

These post-its were placed in a template with a timeline stretching from today to 2040 in 

three time steps: 2025, 2030 and 2040.  

The groups first worked on the path to one scenario, then afterwards switched to the 

contrasting one (in diagonal). For example, contributors for the path to Scenario 1 switched 

to Scenario 3. This is how a path looks like:  

 

 

 

2.5 Preparing the customs version of the Scenario Exploration System  

Day two of the workshop was dedicated to preparing and testing a customs version of the 

Scenario Exploration System (SES) – an award winning future simulation tool developed by 

the JRC together with serious games experts from the Hawaii Research Center for Futures 

Studies. The SES provides a platform that engages participants in future-oriented systemic 

thinking. It makes participants take action to reach their long-term objectives in contrasting 

scenario-related contexts while taking up a role and interacting with other stakeholders. 

For more information about the SES, please check the Joint Research Centre website: 

https://ec.europa.eu/jrc/en/research/foresight/ses 

https://ec.europa.eu/jrc/en/research/foresight/ses
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For the customs version of the SES, it was decided that the roles that may be taken are a 

policymaker (customs and other), an EU business (importing to and/or exporting from the 

EU) and a business outside the EU (exporting to the EU). These actors' actions will be 

judged by the public voice and observed by the media.  

The first step was to condense the paths to each scenario down to six bullet points for 

three timeframes – 5 years, 10 years and 20 years in the future. The second step was to 

create all the elements needed for the SES. When ready, we tried the first prototype in 

three groups and evaluated it. The workshop was thereafter concluded.  

 

 

 

3. Feedback from workshop participants 

 

All workshop participants were handed out a feedback form and many of them filled it and 

gave it back to us. The responses are summarised in the following sections. 

What did you learn from the workshop? 

Many answered that they learned more about foresight methodology and about the 

multitude of potential future scenarios and paths to them. The importance of cooperation 
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and expertise sharing was also underlined. Another comment was that it is so common 

that views are coloured by current affairs more than by bigger trends. Many also 

appreciated learning about the Scenario Exploration System.  

What did you like about the workshop? 

Inspirational, dynamic, open and constructive atmosphere, and good moderation. Many also 

appreciated developing a customs version of the SES. 

What did you dislike about the workshop? 

Many participants would have liked to have more time to play the serious game on Day 2, 

in the afternoon – in order to better understand the tool. They recommend shortening 

some discussions and focusing on custom issues. As we experienced in previous 

workshops, switching from scenario to scenario each hour is not always easy for 

participants.  

Do you have any suggestion to improve the next workshop? 

A range of suggestions are summarised in the following points:  

 Go deeper into the subject 

 More homework to be done by all participants in advance  

 Use different rooms when playing to reduce noise   

 Invite more non-EU participants 

 Allocate more time for some actions e.g. The Scenario Exploration System  

 More control on people who intervene a lot  

Overall, we are grateful for your feedback and would be happy to hear more at any time. 

 

6. Ongoing work and next steps 

6.1 Communication 

The exercise is meant to be fully transparent and collaborative. Twitter (#futureofcustoms) 

was used as the main social media to communicate activities and methodologies used 

during the workshop, both from official European Commission accounts (JRC & TAXUD) and 

private ones. This time, people from outside the workshop intervened by asking questions 

on the process; Anda Ghiran answered in real time. Here you have a few popular tweets:  
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Hashtags used: 

 

#futureofcustoms 

#customsunion 

#foresight4EU 

#policylab4EU 

 

 

 

As for the previous workshops, a new blog explaining in simple terms what happened at 

the workshop will soon be published on the EU Policy Lab blog.  

 

6.2 The calendar of the next workshops and events 

The importance of making a success of this workshop was linked to our participation at the 

High Level Seminar on Strategic Foresight organised in Helsinki by the Finnish Presidency 

of the EU on October 30 and 31 2019, under the Customs 2020 programme. The Customs 

edition of the SES must be ready and tested by then, with enough moderators trained to 

ensure the best possible experience.  

The next workshop (workshop 4) will be held in Brussels on 19 and 20 November 2019. 

The purpose of this workshop will to develop a shared vision for the future of EU Customs. 

Due to the more political nature of this work, participation may differ from the other 

workshops and we will be in touch with further details as soon as they become available. 

Please find below a reminder of the overall plan of the study, describing the main 

objectives of each of the five scheduled workshops. 
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The full time line of the project will bring us into the early part of 2020 (see below).  

 


