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Howto Geta
Customs Clearing
Licence in Nigeria

Requirements. Process. Costs.
Practical Steps. Real Insights.

Customs and Clearing Agent License in Nigeria: Requirements, Process,
Cost and Practical Guide

Description

If you want to operate a serious customs clearing, freight forwarding or import-export
facilitation business in Nigeria, one thing you should not ignoreis licensing.

You may have a registered company.
You may have an office.
You may even have clients who are already importing goods.

But if you are clearing goods for other people for a fee without the required Customs
license, you are exposing yourself and your clients to unnecessary regulatory problems.

And this is where many people get it wrong.

They think customs clearing is simply about knowing somebody at the port.
It is not.

It is a regulated business.

In this article, | will explain what a Customs Agent License is, who needs it, the
requirements, the application process, the likely costs, how long it can take, the
practical challenges you should expect, and some of the mistakes | have seen
businesses make when trying to enter this space.
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Most importantly, | will explain it from the perspective of someone who has spent years
helping businesses navigate Nigerian regulatory requirements.

Because there is a difference between knowing what the law says and knowing how the
process actually works on the ground.

What is a Customs and Clearing Agent
License?

A Customs Agent License is an authorisation issued by the Nigeria Customs Service
(NCS) to a person-or business that wants to act as a customs representative for other
persons in customs-related‘transactions.

In simple English:

You are being authorised to represent importers, exporters or other economic
operators before Customs.

The work can involve customs declarations, documentation, duty processing, clearance
procedures and other customs transactions.

The Nigeria Customs Service itself describes a Customs Agent as a licensed professional
who helps economic operators navigate the customs clearance process.

The law is also quite clear.

Under the Nigeria Customs Service Act 2023, a person cannot, for compensation, make an
entry, lodge a goods declaration or act for another person in connection with customs
transactions unless that person is licensed in accordance with the law and applicable
regulations.

That is important.

Because | regularly meet people who say:

“We only help clients clear their goods.”
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That is exactly the point.

If you are doing it for another person and for compensation, you need to look at the
licensing requirement.

Is a Customs Agent License the Same as
a Clearing Agent License?

In everyday Nigerian business language, people commonly say:

e Clearing Agent License

Customs Clearing License
Customs License

Customs Agent License

Clearing and Forwarding License

People may be referring to substantially the same regulatory area.

However, the terminology used in the current legal and regulatory framework is Customs
Agent / Customs Representative.

The Nigeria Customs Service’s current licensing platform specifically refers to a Customs
Agent license.

So if you are planning to establish a business in this sector, do not simply tell your
consultant:
“l want a clearing license.”
Be more specific.
Tell them exactly what your business will be doing.

That allows the regulatory requirements to be properly assessed.
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Who Needs a Customs Agent License?

Generally, you should consider the license if your business will be acting on behalf of
importers, exporters or other persons in customs transactions for compensation.

For example:

Business Activity Customs License Consideration

Clearing imported goods for clients Required
Making customs declarations for clients Required
Acting as customs representative Required
Handling customs‘clearance on behalf of _
: Required
importers
Providing professional customs clearance _

gp Required

services for a fee .

Importing your own goods for your own company Different regulatory position

Depends on the actual services being

General logistics services .
provided

May involve additional industry

Freight forwarding requirements

The important issue is what you are actually doing, not merely what your CAC objects
say.

This is why | always advise clients not to start with CAC registration alone.

Start with the business model.

Then identify the licenses.

Then structure the company properly.
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Who Regulates Customs Clearing
Agents in Nigeria?

The principal regulator is the:
Nigeria Customs Service (NCS).

The NCS operates a dedicated licensing and permits platform for regulated customs
activities. Its current portal identifies Customs Agent licensing among the available
regulatory services.

The Nigeria Customs Service is also responsible for customs administration, revenue
collection, border control and-trade facilitation.

So this is not a license issued by CAC.
CAC registers the company.
Customs authorises the company to perform regulated customs activities.

That distinction is very important.

Basic Requirements for Customs Agent
Licensing

The precise documentation required may depend on the application and the current NCS
process.

However, at the basic level, the NCS licensing platform indicates that an applicant should
have a properly registered company and a Tax Identification Number (TIN), after which the
applicant submits the license application through the NCS platform with the required
documentation.

You should generally prepare for the following:
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1. CAC Company Registration

Your company should be properly incorporated with the Corporate Affairs Commission.
This is not the stage to use a poorly structured company.

Your objects and corporate structure should make sense for the proposed business.
2. Tax ldentification Number

The company should have the appropriate TIN.

The NCS licensing platform specifically identifies TIN as part of the basic signup
requirements.

3. Evidence of Business Operations

The regulator may require information concerning the business premises and operational
capacity.

This is where some applicants become uncomfortable.

Because the regulator is not merely asking:

“Did you register a company?”

The regulator wants to know whether there is a genuine business behind the application.
4. Qualified Personnel / Customs Knowledge

The Customs Act 2023 provides that customs representatives are subject to licensing and
regulatory requirements and must be certified members of a freight forwarding
association approved by the Federal Government.

This is one area where | advise clients to be particularly careful.

Do not simply put somebody’s name on a document because you were told:

“We need one qualified person.”
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The person should actually have the relevant credentials and relationship with the
business.

5. Application Documentation

The application must be properly prepared and submitted through the applicable NCS
process.

The NCS currently provides an online licensing platform for Customs Agents and other
permits.

The Customs Agent Licensing Process

The current NCS service information identifies two important stages:

1. Application for Provisional Approval !
2. Application for Final Approval / Issuance of License

This is important because some people assume that submitting an application means the
license has already been granted.

It does not.
The process involves regulatory review and approval.

A typical process can be summarised as follows:

Stage What Happens

1 Incorporate the company

2 Obtain/regularise TIN and tax information

3 Prepare corporate and regulatory documents

4 Prepare the customs licensing application

5 Submit application through the applicable NCS platform
6 Regulatory verification/review

7 Provisional approval where applicable

8 Satisfy conditions for final approval
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Stage What Happens
9 Final approval/license issuance

10 Commence operations subject to applicable compliance requirements

The exact workflow can change as Customs continues to digitise its processes.

That is why | do not advise clients to rely on an old checklist they received from somebody
five years ago.

Regulatory portals change. Requirements change. Procedures change.

How Much Does a Customs Agent
License Cost in Nigeria?

This is where | advise people to be careful.

There are three different things that people often combine when asking this question:
1. Government / Regulatory Fees

These are fees payable to the relevant government authority.

2. Professional Fees

This is what a lawyer, regulatory consultant or professional firm charges for handling the
application.

3. Operational Costs

These can include documentation, compliance preparation, logistics, inspections,
professional certifications and other business establishment expenses depending on the
applicant.

So when someone tells you:
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“Customs license is ¥X.”
Ask:
Does that include government fees, professional fees and all other expenses?

Because two consultants can quote completely different figures and both may be telling
the truth.

The NCS has an official licensing portal, and the applicable regulatory charges should be
confirmed against the current official requirements rather than relying on WhatsApp
quotations or old industry price lists.

How Much Should a Consultant Charge?

This is not a government fee.
It is a professional fee.
And in my view, the fee should depend on the complexity of the assignment.

For a straightforward application where the company is already properly structured and
the applicant has the necessary documents, the professional fee may be relatively
modest.

But if we are doing everything from:

e Company structuring

e CAC compliance

e Tax registration

e Regulatory documentation

e Customs licensing

e Freight forwarding compliance

e Personnel compliance

e Liaison with the regulator

e Responding to queries

e Follow-up through provisional and final approval
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then it is no longer simply:
“Help me get a license.”
It is a requlatory compliance project.

And the fee should reflect that.

How Long Does Customs Agent
Licensing Take?

There is no responsible lawyer or consultant who should promise you:

“Your license will definitely be ready in 7-days/’
| would not give such a promise.

The timeline depends on:

Completeness of the application.

Verification requirements.

Regulatory review.

Queries raised by Customs.

Availability of the relevant officers or departments.
Whether the applicant satisfies the requirements.
Provisional approval requirements.

Final approval requirements.

Any changes in the NCS platform or procedure.

The NCS itself recognises separate provisional and final approval stages.
So the right approach is to prepare the application properly from day one.

A clean application is usually better than rushing a bad application.
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The Biggest Mistake | See

The biggest mistake is treating regulatory licensing like a connection business.

Someone says:

“l know somebody in Customs.”
And immediately the business owner relaxes.
That is not compliance.
A connection mayhelp you understand a process.
It does not replace the legal requirement.

And if your documentation is defective, eventuallythe roblem will come back to you.

Another Problem: Using Somebody
Else’s License

This is another area where people get themselves into trouble.
A business may not have its own Customs Agent License.
Instead, it operates through another company’s license.
Sometimes there may be a legitimate commercial arrangement.

But sometimes the arrangement is simply:

“Give me your license. | will use it to clear my clients’ goods.”
That arrangement needs to be carefully examined.

Who is actually the customs representative?
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Who is responsible for the declaration?

Who is responsible if there is an under-declaration?
Who answers Customs?

Who bears the compliance risk?

Who is dealing with the importer?

These are not theoretical questions.

When something goes wrong, everybody suddenly starts looking for the person whose
name appears on the documentation.

Customs Compliance’ls More Than
Clearing the Container

This is another point | tell clients.

A good Customs Agent should not merely be concerned about:

“How do we get this container out?”
The real question is:
Was the transaction properly structured from the beginning?

For example:

Is the importer properly registered?

Is the product permitted for import?

Is the correct HS classification being used?

Are the applicable duties correctly assessed?

e Are there restrictions on the goods?

e Are other regulatory approvals required?

e Are NAFDAC, SON, NDLEA or other agency requirements applicable?
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e Are the import documents consistent?
e Is the declared value correct?

e Is the documentation genuine?

e Are the goods accurately described?

This is where professional advice becomes valuable.

Because saving a client #500,000 today by taking a questionable shortcut can create a
850 million problem tomorrow.

Customs Clearance and Other
Regulatory Agencies

One thing many new clearing businesses underestimate is that Customs is not always the
only regulator involved. '

Depending on the goods, other agencies may become relevant.

For example:

Goods / Transaction Possible Regulatory Agency
Pharmaceutical products NAFDAC
Food products NAFDAC
Standards-regulated products SON
Controlled drugs NDLEA
Environmental matters NESREA / relevant environmental authorities
Agricultural products Relevant agricultural authorities
Chemicals Relevant regulatory authorities

Telecommunications equipment NCC
Petroleum-related goods Relevant petroleum regulator

Vehicles Customs and other applicable authorities

The exact requirements depend on the product.

Page 13
ICA (Ibe Chido & Asociates) Nigerian Legal & Regulatory Compliance Consulting Firm



d/C;A IBE CHIDO AND ASSOCIATES
+2347085512510 | www.ica.ng | info@ica.ng

This is why a clearing agent who understands only Customs duty but does not understand
wider regulatory compliance can expose the client to serious problems.

What About Freight Forwarding?

Customs clearing and freight forwarding are closely connected.
But they are not necessarily the same thing.

A freight forwarder may coordinate the movement of cargo.

A customs agent'may act as a customs representative.

A logistics company may provide transportation and warehousing.
One company may provide several of these services.

But once you start combining activities, you should review the regulatory requirements for
each activity.

Do not assume:

“l have a Customs license, therefore | can do everything in logistics.”

That is not how regulatory compliance works.

Customs Agent License and Freight
Forwarding Association

The Nigeria Customs Service Act 2023 specifically provides that a customs representative
must be a certified member of a freight forwarding association approved by the Federal
Government.

This is therefore not something | would advise an applicant to ignore.
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If you are setting up the business from scratch, identify the relevant personnel and
professional membership requirements before submitting the application.

It can save you a lot of unnecessary back and forth.

Can a Foreigh-Owned Company Obtain a
Customs Agent License?

This is a question | receive regularly.
The answer is:

Do not assume that incorporation automatically gives a foreign-owned company
the right to carry out regulated customs representation activities.

Foreign participation in Nigeria comes with additional considerations:
Depending on the proposed structure and activities, you may need to consider:

e CAC incorporation.

Foreign participation requirements.
Tax registration.

Immigration requirements.
Business Permit considerations.
Regulatory licensing.

Local operational requirements.
Personnel requirements.

The customs licensing rules should therefore be reviewed together with the company’s
ownership and operational structure.

This is particularly important where the company will have substantial foreign ownership.

What Documents Should You Prepare?
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A practical document checklist may include:

Document / Information Purpose
CAC incorporation documents Establishes the legal entity
TIN Tax and regulatory identification
Directors’ information Corporate verification
Shareholding information Ownership verification
Company address Business verification
Identification documents Identity verification

Professional/association credentials Personnel compliance
Business/operational information  Regulatory assessment
Supporting dectarations Application compliance

Other NCS-required documents Application processing

The actual checklist should be confirmed against the current NCS application requirements
before filing.

This is particularly important because digital regulatory platforms are evolving.

Why Applications Get Delayed

In my experience, regulatory applications are often delayed for very simple reasons.
Not because the regulator wants to frustrate the applicant.
Sometimes the application itself is simply not ready.

Common problems include:

1. Wrong Corporate Structure

The company'’s objects or structure do not properly support the intended business.
2. Inconsistent Information

The name on one document is different from another.
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The address is different.
The director’s details are inconsistent.
The TIN information does not match.

These things create unnecessary questions.

3. Incomplete Documentation

An applicant submits what he thinks is enough.
It is not.

Then the application sitsywaiting for additional documentation.

4. Poor Understanding of the Process

Some applicants submit the application and assume that.is the-end of the process.

It is often the beginning.

5. Using Old Information

This is a major problem in Nigeria.
Someone gives you a checklist from 2021.
You apply in 2026.

Then you discover that the procedure has changed.

Can | Start Clearing Goods While My
License Is Pending?

This is an area where businesses should be extremely careful.
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The Nigeria Customs Service Act 2023 provides that a person acting for another person for
compensation in customs transactions must be licensed.

So if your proposed business activity falls within that requirement, do not simply start
operating because:

“The application is already submitted.”
An application is not the same thing as a license.

This is one of those areas where it is better to obtain proper advice before commencing
operations.

What Happens If You Operate Without
the Required License? '>

The consequences can go beyond simply being told to obtain a license.
You may face:

e Regulatory sanctions.

Suspension of activities.

Problems with customs declarations.

Loss of client confidence.

Financial exposure.

Delays in cargo clearance.

Potential liability arising from customs offences.

Difficulty maintaining relationships with importers and logistics partners.

The Customs Act also provides grounds upon which a person may not be licensed or may
not maintain a license, including certain criminal/customs convictions, repeated failures or
negligence in obligations, and failure to pay required license fees or comply with licensing
reguirements.

So this is not a license you obtain and then forget about.
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Compliance continues after licensing.

Customs License Is Not the End of
Compliance

This is probably the most important part of this article.
Getting the license is only one part of the business.
You still have to operate properly.

That means:

Accurate declarations.

Proper documentation.

Correct classification.

Proper valuation.

Correct payment of duties.

Proper record keeping.

Responding to regulatory queries.

Maintaining your corporate and tax compliance.
Keeping your professional credentials and regulatory status in order.
The smart clearing agent understands this.

The careless one only becomes interested in compliance when Customs has already raised
a query.

By then, the damage may have been done.
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How | Would Advise Someone Starting
This Business Today

If you came to my office and told me:

“l want to start a clearing and forwarding company.”
| would not immediately start filling a license application.

| would first ask:

What exactly‘do you-want to do?

Do you want to:

e Clear containers?

e Act as customs representative?
Provide freight forwarding?
Transport cargo?

Operate a warehouse?

Handle import documentation?
Handle export documentation?
Provide logistics services?
Handle specialised cargo?

Then | would look at the regulatory requirements around each activity.
Then we structure the company.

Then we prepare the regulatory documentation.

Then we apply.

That is the approach.

License first. Business second.

Not the other way around.
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Practical Cost Structure

When budgeting for the business, | recommend separating your costs like this:

Cost Category What It Covers
CAC Company incorporation and corporate filings
Tax TIN and applicable tax registrations/compliance
NCS Applicable Customs licensing fees
Professional Fee Legal/regulatory consultancy and application handling

Association / Certification Applicable professional requirements

Office Business premises and operational setup
Insurance Where-applicable,to the business
Logistics Application-related operational-expenses
Compliance Post-licensing regulatory sup|c;ort

This gives you a much more realistic picture.

Do not ask:

“How much is the Customs license?”

Ask:
“How much will it cost me to become properly established and
compliant as a Customs clearing business?”

There is a big difference.

Do You Really Need a Consultant?

Not every applicant necessarily needs a consultant.
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If you understand the process, have the right personnel, have your documents ready and
can manage the application yourself, you can use the NCS licensing platform.

The NCS itself provides an online application route and basic signup requirements.
But there is a reason businesses engage professionals.

It is not because the form is impossible to fill.

It is because regulatory mistakes can be expensive.

A competent regulatory consultant should help you:

Understand the licensing structure.
Review'your corporate structure.
Identify missing requirements.
Prepare the documentation.

Submit the application correctly.
Respond to regulatory queries.
Follow up on the application.

e Advise on post-licensing compliance.

That is where professional value comes in.

My Final Advice

If you are serious about starting a customs clearing or freight forwarding business in
Nigeria, do not build the business around connections.

Build it around compliance.
The Customs environment is becoming increasingly digital.

The NCS has continued to develop digital platforms for customs processing, licensing and
trade facilitation. Its current portal also promotes the B’Odogwu platform as a digital
environment through which traders, licensed agents and partner agencies can access
customs services.

That means the old mentality of:
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“Just know somebody at the port.”
is becoming less sustainable.
Your company should be properly incorporated.
Your tax affairs should be in order.
Your personnel should be properly qualified.
Your Customs license should be properly obtained.
Your documentation should be clean.
And your operations should be properly managed.
Because when the business is small, jpeople,often think compliance is expensive.

When the business becomes big, they discover that non-compliance is much more
expensive.

Frequently Asked Questions

1. Is a Customs license required to clear goods for
clients?

Generally, yes, where you are acting for another person for compensation in customs

transactions. The Nigeria Customs Service Act 2023 requires persons acting as customs
representatives in such circumstances to be licensed.

2. Who issues the Customs Agent License?

The Nigeria Customs Service issues the Customs Agent License.
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3. Can | register the business with CAC without
obtaining the Customs license?

Yes. CAC incorporation and Customs licensing are separate regulatory processes.

But CAC registration does not by itself authorise you to carry out regulated customs
representation activities.

4. How much is the Customs Agent License?

The applicable government charges should be confirmed from the current NCS licensing
process. You should also budget separately for professional fees and operational
expenses.

5. How long does the process take?

It depends on the application, verification and approval process. The-NCS service
information identifies provisional approval and final approval/license issuance as separate
stages.

6. Can | operate while my application is pending?

You should not assume that a pending application gives you the authority to act as a
licensed customs representative. The statutory licensing requirement should be complied
with before commencing regulated activities.

7. Do | need a freight forwarding association
membership?

The Nigeria Customs Service Act 2023 provides that a customs representative must be a
certified member of a freight forwarding association approved by the Federal Government.

8. Can a foreign-owned company operate a customs
clearing business?
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Foreign-owned businesses should not assume that CAC incorporation alone settles the
issue. Ownership, immigration, business permit and specific customs regulatory
requirements should be reviewed together.

9. Can one company provide clearing, forwarding and
logistics services?

Potentially, but the regulatory requirements for each activity should be reviewed
separately.

10. Is Customs licensing a one-time exercise?

Obtaining the license is nat the end of compliance. The business must continue to comply
with applicable Customs laws, regulations,licensing conditions and other regulatory
requirements.

Conclusion

Customs clearing is a serious business.

There is money in it.

There is also serious regulatory exposure.

If you want to enter the industry, enter it properly.

Do not wait until a container is detained before you start asking questions.

Do not wait until Customs raises a query before you discover that your documentation is
wrong.

And do not build a business that depends entirely on one person’s connection inside the
port.

Build a compliant business.

That is the business that can survive.
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That is the business that can attract serious corporate clients.
And that is the business that can grow beyond one man’s contacts.

At ICA-lIbe, Chido & Associates, we assist businesses with regulatory licensing,
compliance structuring and government-facing applications in Nigeria. Where you are
planning to establish a customs clearing, freight forwarding or logistics business, the first

step is to properly identify the regulatory requirements applicable to your exact business
model before commencing operations.
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