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Foreword

We are delighted to launch this guide, which aims to enable free zones to use their unique positioning
to become driving forces of digital trade globally.

Free economic zones (FEZs) sit at the crossroads of trade, finance, and technology. With tailored
regulatory frameworks and dense business ecosystems, they are uniquely positioned to pilot the legal
and operational changes that make digital trade work in practice.

This guide explains how free zones can use their flexibility to accelerate legal reform—starting with
the United Nations Commission on International Trade Law (UNCITRAL) Model Law on Electronic
Transferable Records (MLETR)—and scale results nationally.

We look forward to seeing the transformation to come.

Dr. Samir Hamrouni Pamela Mar
CEO Managing Director
World Free Zones Organization (WFZO) ICC Digital Standards Initiative (ICC DSI)
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Introduction: why free zones matter now

The moment

Global supply chains face cost pressure, compliance complexity, and expectations for speed and
transparency. Digital trade—secure data flows, legalise and operationalise negotiable title documents,
interoperable standards—delivers measurable gains: faster release, lower financing costs, fewer
disputes, and stronger resilience.

Free zones are designated geographic areas where international export and import activities face
minimal or zero trade barriers such as tariffs, quotas and taxes.

The bottleneck

Technology is ready, but laws and institutional processes often still expect paper. Without legal
recognition, banks hesitate to finance on e-negotiable documents, customs cannot fully digitise, and
carriers remain stuck in hybrid workflows.

Why free zones ?

« Regulatory agility: Many free zones can enact or adapt rules faster than national systems.

« Business density: Exporters, importers, carriers, banks, and insurers are co-located—ideal for
end-to-end pilots.

« Risk-contained sandboxes: Zone-scoped pilots lower systemic risk and create credible evidence
for national scale-up.

What this guide provides

« Pragmatic roadmap for zone-level legal and operational pilots.
« Profile Case study of an early mover, for example, the Abu Dhabi Global Market.
« Tools, like checklists, quick wins, KPIs, and sample governance.

o Cadll-to-action for free zone leaders to shape national reform.

Stakeholder pain points

Exporters Duplicate data entry, courier costs for originals,
delayed cash flow

Banks Uncertainty over enforceability of electronic
trade records

Customs Limited capacity to process structured digital
data
Carriers/Freight Manual exceptions and human error
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The strategic advantage of free zones

Where free zones have leverage

Legal discretion: Ability to recognise electronic trade records, authorise sandboxes, and issue
administrative rules or practice directions.

Institutional alignment: Single zone authorities can convene customs, ports, banks, and
tenants quickly.

Operational control: Zones often manage infrastructure and digital platforms, streamlining
onboarding and support.

Governance models that work

Regulatory Sandbox Order (RSO): Zone authority issues time-bound rules recognising electronic
transferable records for defined pilots.

Participation: One-page multilateral agreement (e.g., a Memorandum of Understanding)
among the zone, at least one bank, one carrier, and pilot firms.

Adaptation: Light-touch oversight group to approve scope changes, monitor KPIs, and publish
results.

Pre-conditions for success

Senior sponsorship at the zone authority
At least one bank and one carrier willing to pilot
Access to a compliant platform or provider

Clear target corridor (for example, FEZ partner port/country)

Why free zones are ideal testbeds

Faster rule changes
Concentrated trade actors
Limited risk by design

Credible evidence for national reform
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Legal reform: the cornerstone

What must the law do?

Recognise electronic trade documents as functionally equivalent to their paper versions. For
documents of title, “control” of an e-document equals “possession” of paper—making transfers,
endorsements, pledges and presentations valid.

Core frameworks (zone-level alignment)

o MLETR (UNCITRAL): Legal basis for electronic Bills of Lading, warehouse receipts,
negotiable instruments, guarantees.

» Digital identity and trust: Recognition of electronic signatures, trust service providers,
and traceability.

« Standards and semantics: ICC Key Trade Documents and Data Elements (KTDDE),
ensuring cross-border interoperability.

Sample applications by free zones

« Recognition clause (sample):
“For the purposes of trade operations within the [zone], an electronic transferable record that
reliably establishes exclusive control shall have the same legal effect as a paper transferable
document.”

« Conversion rule (sample):
“Conversion between paper and electronic formats is permitted subject to procedures that
prevent concurrent validity and preserve integrity.”

o Conflict-of-laws note:
Encourage counterpart jurisdictions or counterparties to contractually recognise electronic trade
documents and applicable law for the pilot.

What is the Model Law on Electronic Transferable Records?

Model Law on Electronic Transferable Records (MLETR) creates an enabling legal framework for
paperless trade. It provides an international framework to align national laws and enables the legal use
of electronic transferable records both domestically and across borders.

In addition, MLETR allows the electronic use of transferable records by recognising the electronic
version of these instruments as equivalent to their paper-based counterparts.

MLETR builds on three key principles underpinning all UNCITRAL texts on electronic commerce:

i. Non-discrimination against electronic records. This principle ensures that an electronic record is
not denied legal effect, validity, or enforceability solely on the basis that it is in electronic form. It
thus gives legal recognition to electronic transferable records.

ii. Technological neutrality. This principle ensures that the law does not mandate or favor the
use of any specific technology or method. It enables the use of modern technologies, thereby
making legislation future-proof.

iii. Functional equivalence. This principle lays out criteria for electronic commmunications that

satisfy form requirements applicable to paper-based documents such as “writing”, “original”,
and “signed”.
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e Does not modify existing law.

o MLETR contains functional equivalence rules for the paper-based notions of “writing” and
“signature.” However, these rules may already exist in the enacting jurisdiction, including
when other UNCITRAL texts have already been adopted. In that case, general rules on
electronic signatures may apply also to electronic transferable records. For instance, in
the European Union (EU) provisions on electronic signatures and other trust services of the
electronic identification and trust services (elDAS) regulation apply.

How to ensure trust in digital trade documentation?

Legal recognition is only the first step—digital trade also requires trust in the reliability of the systems
that create, store, and transfer electronic documents. To address this, ICC DSI and the Digitall
Governance Council of Canada (DGC) co-developed the Reliability Assessment Framework for Digital
Trade Documentation.

This framework provides practical, technology-neutral criteria for evaluating whether a digital
documentation system can be deemed “reliable” under MLETR Article 10, which defines reliability as the
foundation of legal validity for electronic transferable records.

Functions

o Translate MLETR's legal criteria into actionable assessment benchmarks.
« Build interoperability and confidence among regulators, banks, and platforms.

e Enable recognition of e-records as legally valid and enforceable.

Core components

o Reliability criteria:

i. Integrity and immutability of records

ii. Exclusive control and secure access management
iii. Auditability and traceability

iv. Reliable transfer and endorsement mechanisms

v. ldentity assurance and system continuity
« Assessment methodology:

i. Self-assessment tools for solution providers and regulators
ii. Independent evaluation for assurance and certification

iii. Implementation guidance adaptable to sandboxes and production settings

« Governance integration: The framework can be embedded into free zone sandbox pilots,
allowing regulators to evaluate e-document platforms before granting legal effect.

Implications for free zones
« Free zones piloting digital trade reforms can use the Reliability Assessment to:

i. Vet pilot systems for compliance with MLETR requirements.
ii. Demonstrate regulatory due diligence and transparency.

iii. Build cross-border trust with aligned jurisdictions.
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Case studies of free zone leadership

Abu Dhabi Global Market

Introduction

The Abu Dhabi Global Market (ADGM) is an international financial centre and free economic zone
located on Al Maryah Island in Abu Dhabi. With its own law-making authority for commercial matters
and direct application of English Common Law, ADGM has establihed itself as a proactive, innovation-
friendly jurisdiction.

ADGM is widely recognised as a global pioneer in digital trade law reform. It became one of the first
jurisdictions to adopt the UNCITRAL MLETR—a landmark in creating legal certainty for electronic trade
documents such as bills of lading, guarantees, and warehouse receipts.

Legal reform journey

Initial scope: Trade financing and fintech applications, providing legal certainty for e-bills of exchange,
digital guarantees, and smart contracts.

September 2020 Consulting Feedback 25 February 2021

ADGM enacted the
Electronic Transactions
Regulations 2021, with
Part 5 directly enacting
MLETR provisions without

ADGM launched a public Several stakeholders
consultation proposing highlighted the importance
new electronic transaction of incorporating MLETR to

regulations aligned with unlock digital trade and
UNCITRAL texts finance

significant variations

Pilot and innovation pathways
Why MLETR matters

Following the enactment of its regulations,
ADGM quickly moved to test real-world
applications in partnership with banks,
corporates, and international organisations:

MLETR gives electronic transferable
records the same legal effect as paper.
By adopting it, ADGM ensured that
digital trade instruments could be issued,
transferred, endorsed, and enforced under
its jurisdiction.

« Smart guarantees and export finance:
Pilots using smart contracts for
guarantees, export insurance, and
structured notes.

» Digitisation of core Trade Documents:
Bills of exchange, letters of credit, and
port documentation tested under MLETR-
based frameworks.

« Receivables and supply chain finance:
Blockchain-enabled receivable financing
pilots to improve liquidity for SMEs.
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« Cross-border cooperation: ADGM led the world’s first digital trade financing pilot between two
MLETR-harmonised jurisdictions, in collaboration with the International Chamber of Commerce
(ICC), International Trade and Forfaiting Association (ITFA), and global banks., and global banks.

Roadmap and next steps

Forward vision: To anchor ADGM as the Middle East hub for digital trade finance and cross-border
interoperability.

2022

~

2022-2023

Expansion to
additional asset
classes; banks
operationalized

MLETR provisions
Initial pilots under ADGM digital Corporate
launched, with first banking licenses. onboarding and
results showcased at go-live of select
FinTech Abu Dhabi. pilots

Why ADGM is a model for free zones

« First-mover advantage: ADGM demonstrated that a free zone can independently legislate
MLETR ahead of national frameworks.

« Proof-of-concept: Pilots in guarantees, supply chain finance, and port documentation show
practical, scalable pathways.

« Influence: By pioneering legal recognition, ADGM set a precedent for both the UAE and other
jurisdictions.

« Replicable model: Other free zones can emulate ADGM’s approach—adopt focused
regulations, run pilots, and scale based on results. China is a recent example: Shanghai was
the first to align its domestic legislation to the UNCITRAL Model Law on Electronic Transferable
Records (MLETR) n December 2023. Beijing's “Two Zones” and the remaining free zones in China
followed in July 2025.

Key lessons for other free zones

o Use regulatory flexibility to pilot global legal standards.
« Start with targeted use cases (for example, eBLs).
e Build coalitions with banks, corporates, and trade bodies.

e Showcase results to influence national policy and global recognition.

Implementation insights

« Narrow initial scope with defined participant criteria.

e OQutreach to counterparties to recognize ADGM-issued electronic trade records.
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Roadmap for free zones

Phase 4: Expansion

o Publish a pilot report with data and testimonials.
« Expand to a second sector or second document type.
« Engage national authorities with results and draft scale-up options.

Weeks 19-24

Phase 2: Mobilise/Roadmap Development

« Issue zone-level legal recognition for the pilot scope.

e Onboard a compliant platform (technology-neutral criteria).
«  Train participants; run dummy exercices.

«  Configure data standards (KTDDE mapping) and APIs.

Weeks 5-10

Weeks 11-18

Phase 3: Implementation/ Execution

e Monitor KPIs and capture  Suggested KPIs

Weeks 0-4 qualitative feedback. e Cycle time: document issuance, transfer,
.. . «  Regroup weekly to review and cargo release (hours/days).
Phase 1: Sensitisation KPIs for course correction. «  Cost: courier, storage avoided, financing
e Appoint a senior sponsor and a small delivery team. improvements.
. Choose one sector and one document (e,g” eBL). . nglity: error rate, dispute/conflicts resolved
«  Identify 3-5 champion participants (1 carrier, 1 bank, 1-3 shippers). d|g|tctl!y. ) ] ]
«  Draft a Regulatory Sandbox Order and Participation MOU. »  Adoption: % shipments in scope using

electronic trade records, active participants.
«  Finance: time-to-fund for trade loans.
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Checklists, lessons, governance and risk

Readiness checklist

v Regulatory environment enabled for pilot recognition of electronic transferable records
+ Champion participants identified and committed

+ Platform/vendor assessment criteria agreed (security, interoperability, portability)

v Data/standards mapping complete (e.g., KTDDE)

« KPIs defined

v Communications plan ready (for example, briefings, FAQS)

Lessons
« Start with one corridor and one document (eBL).
« Leverage existing trust services (e-signatures, timestamping) rather than building new ones.

« Align with a bank’s existing electronic document policy to accelerate financing.

Light-touch governance

« Participants: zone authority, carrier, bank, shipper rep, and legal/standards advisor (ICC DSI/
WEFZO).

« Transparency: public note on progress and lessons.

Pre-emptive measures
o Cross-jurisdiction mismatch: Pre-agree governing law and recognition with counterparties.
(conflict of laws)
e Vendor selection: Establish tech-neutral rules and data export requirements.

« Adoptionincentives: Grant recognition in pioneering digital transformation.

Budget items

o Legal drafting/sandbox directive
e Platform licensing/onboarding
e Training/communications: workshops and materials

e Project management and measurement: lightweight analytics and reporting
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Conclusion, support and next steps

The case for action

Free zones are more than facilitators of trade—they can set the pace. By recognising electronic
transferable records and running contained, measurable pilots, free zones build the confidence that
unlocks national reform. The competitive dividend—speed, certainty, lower costs—accrues first to free
zones that move.

How ICC DSI and WFZO can help

¢ Legal and policy: MLETR-aligned drafting notes, sandbox order boilerplate

¢ Standards and infrastructure: KTDDE mapping, interoperability guidance, reliability
assessment, vendor-neutral criteria

« Capability building: Workshops for zone teams, tenants, banks, carriers
« Pilot design and assurance: KPI framework, public announcements

¢ Scale assistance: Translating pilot evidence into national reform pathways

Suggested steps to move forward with your pilot (90-day window)

Week 1
Convene

- e o e Em o e o e o e o e e o e e e o o e e = o

« Name a sponsor
e Pick asector +
document

Week 2-6
Enable

e Confirm champion
participants

e Issue sandbox order

e Finalise platform

o« Complete training Week 7-12

Execute

¢ Run pilot shipments

o Publish first progress

Week 13-14 note

Expand

¢ Plan second sector/
document

e e e e e e e e e e e o e e e e e e e e e = = e e
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The Digital Standards Initiative (DSI) aims
to accelerate the development of a globally

harmonised, digitised trade environment, as a
key enabler of dynamic, sustainable, inclusive
growth. We engage the public sector to
progress regulatory and institutional reform,
and mobilise the private sector on adoption,
implementation and capacity building.

,»» WORLD
»»» FREE ZONES
> ORGANIZATION

The World Free Zones Organization aims to
engage free zones from around the world by
providing knowledge, networking, advocacy,

and consulting to promote their positive
impact and enhance their contribution to
economic prosperity and social development
in their host countries.

About the International Chamber of Commerce

The International Chamber of Commerce (ICC) is the institutional representative of more than

45 million companies in over 170 countries. ICC'’s core mission is to make business work for everyone,
every day, everywhere. Through a unique mix of advocacy, solutions and standard setting,

we promote international trade, responsible business conduct and a global approach to regulation,
in addition to providing market-leading dispute resolution services. Our members include many

of the world's leading companies, SMEs, business associations and local chambers of commerce.

International Chamber of Commerce

33-43 avenue du Président Wilson, 75116 Paris, France
T +33 (0)149 53 28 28 E icc@iccwbo.org
www.iccwbo.org @iccwlbo
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