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How To Start A
Customs

Brokerage
Business

Introductio
n:
Navigating
the Path to
a Customs
Brokerage
Business

T h e  g l o b a l
marketp lace  i s
m o r e
i n t e r c o n n e c t e d
than  ever.  Every

day ,  count less
containers, parcels,
and bulk shipments
cross  international
borders,  carrying
everything  from
e l e c t r o n i c s  t o
perishable  goods.
But  none  of  these
shipments  move
without  a  critical
player  behind  the
s c e n e s :  t h e
customs  broker.  A
customs  broker
acts  as  a  licensed
i n t e r m e d i a r y



between importers,
exporters ,  and
g o v e r n m e n t
agencies,  ensuring
that  goods  clear
customs  smoothly
and  legally.  If  you
have  an  eye  for
detail,  an  aptitude
for regulations, and
a desire to build a
business  rooted  in
g l o b a l  t r a d e ,
learning  how  to
start  a  customs
b r o k e r a g e
business  could  be
y o u r  n e x t  b i g
v e n t u r e .  T h i s
c o m p r e h e n s i v e
guide will walk you
t h r o u g h  e v e r y
essential step, from
l i c e n s i n g
requirements  and
business  planning
to  marketing  and
scaling  your  firm.

Starting a customs

brokerage  firm  is
not for the faint of
heart.  It  requires
deep knowledge of
t a r i f f
c l a s s i f i c a t i o n s ,
trade  agreements,
b o n d i n g
requirements,  and
c u s t o m s
c o m p l i a n c e .
However,  with  the
right  preparation
and  a  methodical
approach,  you  can
establish a business
that  faci l i tates
international  trade
a n d  g e n e r a t e s
steady  revenue.  In
t h e  f o l l o w i n g
sections,  we  will
break  down  the
p r o c e s s  i n t o
actionable  phases,
covering  the  legal
f r a m e w o r k ,
operational  setup,
a n d  g r o w t h
strategies. Whether
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y o u  a r e  a n
experienced  trade
professional  or  a
n e w c o m e r
exploring the field,
th i s  gu ide  w i l l
p rov ide  c l ea r ,
practical  insights
into how to launch
y o u r  o w n
brokerage  firm.

Understand
ing the
Role of a
Customs
Broker

Before  diving  into
the  logist ics  of
starting a business,
i t ' s  v i t a l  t o
understand  exactly
what  a  customs
b r o k e r  d o e s .
Customs  brokers
r e p r e s e n t

i m p o r t e r s  a n d
e x p o r t e r s  i n
d e a l i n g s  w i t h
c u s t o m s
authorities—most
commonly  U.S .
C u s t o m s  a n d
Border  Protection
(CBP)  if  operating
i n  t h e  U n i t e d
S t a t e s .  T h e y
prepare and submit
d o c u m e n t a t i o n ,
calculate  duties
and taxes,  arrange
fo r  bonds ,  and
e n s u r e  t h a t
shipments  comply
with  all  applicable
laws. A broker may
also  advise  clients
on tariff schedules,
f r e e  t r a d e
agreements,  and
regulatory changes.
I n  e s s e n c e ,  a
customs broker is a
trusted advisor who
minimizes  delays
and  penalties  for



c l i e n t s  w h i l e
keeping  supply
cha ins  mov ing
efficiently.

This  role  demands
e x p e r t i s e  i n
H a r m o n i z e d
System (HS) codes,
valuation  methods,
and  country-of-
o r i g i n  r u l e s .
A d d i t i o n a l l y ,
brokers  must  stay
c u r r e n t  w i t h
constantly  evolving
trade  policies.  For
those  considering
how  to  start  a
c u s t o m s
b r o k e r a g e
business ,  i t  i s
essential to commit
to lifelong learning
and  regulatory
m a s t e r y .  T h e
business is not just
about  paperwork;
it's  about  solving
complex  problems

a n d  p r o v i d i n g
reliable service in a
h i g h - s t a k e s
environment.

Step 1:
Meet the
Basic
Eligibility
Requireme
nts

I n  t h e  U n i t e d
States,  customs
brokerage  i s  a
r e g u l a t e d
profession.  The
primary  regulatory
body  is  CBP.  To
become  a  licensed
broker,  you  must
m e e t  s e v e r a l
eligibility criteria:

Age and
Citizenship:
You must be
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at least 21
years old and
a U.S. citizen
(or a legal
permanent
resident in
some cases).
Fitness and
Reputation:
You must
demonstrate
good moral
character.
CBP will
conduct a
background
check, and
any criminal
history or
previous
customs
violations can
disqualify you.
Professional
Qualification
s: While a
college
degree is not
mandatory,
many

candidates
have a
background in
international
trade,
logistics, or
law. The key
requirement
is passing the
customs
broker
examination.

I f  y o u  a r e
considering how to
start  a  customs
b r o k e r a g e
b u s i n e s s  i n
another  country,
r e s e a r c h  t h a t
nation's  equivalent
licensing body. For
e x a m p l e ,  i n
C a n a d a ,  t h e
Canada  Border
Services  Agency
oversees  brokers,
while  the  UK uses
H M R C .  E a c h
jurisdiction  has  its



o w n  e x a m  a n d
licensing process.

Step 2:
Pass the
Customs
Broker
Examinatio
n

The cornerstone of
b e c o m i n g  a
licensed  customs
broker  in  the  U.S.
i s  p a s s i n g  t h e
Customs  Broker
L i c e n s e
E x a m i n a t i o n ,
administered  by
C B P .  T h i s  i s  a
proctored,  open-
b o o k  t e s t  h e l d
twice  per  year.  It
c o v e r s  a  w i d e
range  of  topics,
including  entry
p r o c e d u r e s ,

b o n d i n g ,
c l a s s i f i c a t i o n ,
va lua t ion ,  and
marking. The exam
is  rigorous;  pass
rates  often  hover
a round  50%  o r
lower.  Preparation
is  key.

T o  p r e p a r e ,
consider  enrolling
in a study course or
p u r c h a s i n g  a
c o m p r e h e n s i v e
study  guide.  Many
successful  brokers
also  recommend
h a n d s - o n
experience, such as
working as an entry
w r i t e r  o r  i n  a
freight  forwarding
company,  before
attempt ing  the
exam. The exam is
not just a hurdle—it
ensures  that  only
k n o w l e d g e a b l e
professionals  enter
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the field. Once you
pass, you can apply
for  your  license.
The  license  itself
requires a  fee and
the  submission  of
evidence of passing
s c o r e s  a n d
b a c k g r o u n d
clearance.

Practical Tips
for Exam
Success

Build a
reference
library with
the
Harmonized
Tariff
Schedule,
CBP
regulations
(19 CFR), and
trade
agreements.
Take timed
practice
exams to

simulate the
real
environment.
Focus on your
weaker areas,
such as
valuation
methods or
specialized
classification.

Step 3:
Create a
Solid
Business
Plan

With your license in
hand  (o r  wh i l e
studying  for  the
exam), you need to
craft  a  business
plan. A well-written
plan will guide your
decisions  and  help
y o u  s e c u r e
financing if needed.



Key  elements  of  a
customs  brokerage
b u s i n e s s  p l a n
include:

Executive
Summary: A
concise
overview of
your services,
target market,
and financial
projections.
Market
Analysis:
Identify your
niche—will
you serve
local
importers, e-
commerce
businesses, or
large
manufacturer
s? Analyze
competitors
and market
demand.
Services
Offered:

Beyond core
brokerage,
consider
offering
consulting,
trade
compliance
audits, or
freight
forwarding
partnerships.
Pricing
Strategy:
Decide
whether to
charge per
entry, per
shipment, or a
monthly
retainer.
Research
standard rates
in your area.
Marketing
Plan: How
will you
attract
clients?
Online
presence,
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trade shows,
referrals, or
partnerships
with freight
forwarders?
Financial
Projections:
Estimate
startup costs
(license, bond,
office setup,
software) and
monthly
overhead.
Include
revenue
projections for
the first three
years.

A detailed business
plan  is  not  just  a
document;  it's  a
roadmap.  It  will
reveal  if  your idea
of how to start a
c u s t o m s
b r o k e r a g e
b u s i n e s s  i s
financially viable. It

a l so  s igna l s  to
banks  or  investors
that you are serious
and prepared.

Step 4:
Choose a
Legal
Structure
and
Register
Your
Business

You  can  operate
your brokerage as a
sole proprietorship,
partnership, limited
liability  company
( L L C ) ,  o r
corporation.  Each
s t r u c t u r e  h a s
d i f f e r e n t  t a x
implications  and
l i a b i l i t y
protections.  Most



customs  brokers
choose  an  LLC  or
corpora t ion  to
shield  personal
a s s e t s  f r o m
business  liabilities.
Consult  with  an
a t t o r n e y  o r
a c c o u n t a n t  t o
determine the best
f i t  f o r  y o u r
situation.

After deciding on a
structure,  register
your  business  with
the state, obtain an
E m p l o y e r
I d e n t i f i c a t i o n
Number (EIN) from
the IRS, and apply
for  any  required
loca l  bus iness
l i censes .  Your
customs  broker
license from CBP is
s e p a r a t e  f r o m
s t a t e - l e v e l
licensing, so ensure
you  meet  all  local

requirements.

Step 5:
Obtain a
Customs
Bond

Every  cus toms
broker  in  the  U.S.
is required to have
a  c u s t o m s
bond—specifically,
a Customs Broker's
Bond.  The  bond
p r o t e c t s  t h e
government  and
cl ients  against
errors or omissions.
The minimum bond
amount is  typically
$10,000,  but  many
brokers  obta in
higher  amounts  to
c o v e r  l a r g e r
shipments. You can
purchase  a  bond
through  a  surety
c o m p a n y .  T h e
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premium is usually
a small percentage
o f  t h e  b o n d
a m o u n t ,  o f t e n
a r o u n d  1 – 5 %
annually.

T h e  b o n d  i s  a
critical  component
of how to start a
c u s t o m s
b r o k e r a g e
business.  Without
i t ,  CBP  wi l l  not
a c t i v a t e  y o u r
license. It is a mark
of  credibility  that
assures clients you
are  f inanc ia l ly
responsible.

Step 6: Set
Up Your
Office and
Technology

Customs brokerage
i s  a  document -

intensive  business.
You need a reliable
o f f i c e — w h e t h e r
p h y s i c a l  o r
virtual—and  the
r ight  so f tware
tools.  Essential
t e c h n o l o g y
includes:

Customs
Brokerage
Software:
Programs like
Descartes,
Expeditors, or
CargoWise
streamline
entries,
classification,
and billing.
Many are
cloud-based
and integrate
with CBP’s
ACE system.
ACE Portal
Access: The
Automated
Commercial



Environment
(ACE) is the
single window
for filing
entries and
communicatin
g with CBP.
You must
obtain ACE
credentials.
Accounting
and
Invoicing
Software:
QuickBooks or
similar tools
help manage
client billing
and expenses.
Secure
Document
Management
: Store and
share
sensitive
documents
securely via
encrypted
cloud storage.

Your  office  should
be  organized  to
h a n d l e  h i g h
v o l u m e s  o f
paperwork  (digital
and  print)  during
peak periods. Many
brokers  start  from
a  home  office  to
minimize overhead,
then  expand  when
c l i e n t  v o l u m e
grows.

Step 7:
Secure
Errors and
Omissions
Insurance

While  not  legally
required,  errors
a n d  o m i s s i o n s
(E&O) insurance is
h i g h l y
recommended.  It
protects  you  if  a
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m i s t a k e  i n
classification  or
d o c u m e n t a t i o n
leads  to  financial
loss  for  a  client.
G i v e n  t h e
c o m p l e x i t y  o f
c u s t o m s
regulations,  even
e x p e r i e n c e d
b r o k e r s  m a k e
occasional  errors.
E&O insurance can
save your business
from  catastrophic
c l a i m s .  W h e n
learning  how  to
start  a  customs
b r o k e r a g e
business,  factor
this insurance cost
into your budget.

Step 8:
Build a
Network

and Find
Clients

Your next step is to
m a r k e t  y o u r
services.  Customs
brokerage  relies
h e a v i l y  o n
relationships.  Here
are  effective  ways
to  build  a  client
base:

Partner with
Freight
Forwarders:
Forwarders
often need
brokers to
clear
shipments.
Form referral
agreements.
Attend
Industry
Events: Trade
shows,
logistics
conferences,



and local
chamber of
commerce
meetings are
networking
goldmines.
Join
Professional
Associations:
The National
Customs
Brokers &
Forwarders
Association of
America
(NCBFAA)
provides
resources and
networking.
Develop an
Online
Presence: A
professional
website with
clear service
descriptions,
client
testimonials,
and blog
content about

trade updates
can attract
inbound
inquiries.
Leverage
Social
Media:
LinkedIn is
particularly
effective for
B2B
marketing;
share insights
on customs
changes to
position
yourself as an
expert.
Offer Free
Consultation
s: Many
businesses
new to
importing
need help
understanding
the process. A
free initial
consultation
can convert
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leads into
loyal clients.

Remember  that
trust  is  paramount
in  this  industry.
W o r d - o f - m o u t h
re fe r ra l s  f rom
satisfied clients will
be  your  strongest
marketing  tool.

Step 9: Stay
Compliant
and Invest
in
Continuing
Education

O n c e  y o u r
b r o k e r a g e  i s
o p e r a t i o n a l ,
compliance  is  an
o n g o i n g
commitment.  CBP
audi ts  brokers
regularly. You must

maintain  accurate
records for at least
f i v e  y e a r s .
Additionally,  trade
regulations  change
frequent ly—new
tariffs,  free  trade
agreements,  or
c o m p l i a n c e
requirements  can
appear  overnight.
T o  s e r v e  y o u r
clients  well,  you
must stay informed.

Many brokers earn
c o n t i n u i n g
education  credits
through  webinars,
s e m i n a r s ,  a n d
courses .  Some
choose to specialize
in  areas  like  food
imports, textiles, or
h a z a r d o u s
m a t e r i a l s .
Specialization  can
differentiate  your
firm and allow you
to charge premium



r a t e s .  I n  t h e
journey of  how to
start  a  customs
b r o k e r a g e
business,  never
stop  learning.

Common
Challenges
and How to
Overcome
Them

Starting a customs
brokerage business
c o m e s  w i t h
hurdles. Here are a
few  common  ones
and  strategies  to
address  them:

Competition
from Large
Firms: Large,
established
firms have
economies of
scale. As a

new broker,
focus on
personalized
service, niche
markets, or
faster
response
times. Clients
often value
attention over
size.
Regulatory
Changes: The
trade
landscape
shifts quickly.
Subscribe to
CBP alerts,
join industry
newsletters,
and build a
network of
peers for real-
time updates.
Cash Flow
Management
: Customs
brokerage
often involves
paying duties
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and fees on
behalf of
clients, then
invoicing
later. This can
strain cash
flow. Set clear
payment
terms, ask for
deposits, or
use factoring
services.
Technology
Costs:
Advanced
software can
be expensive.
Start with
essential tools
and upgrade
as revenue
grows.
Consider
using cloud-
based,
subscription
models to
lower upfront
costs.

Conclusion:
Turn Your
Knowledge
into a
Thriving
Business

L a u n c h i n g  a
customs  brokerage
b u s i n e s s  i s  a
challenging  but
r e w a r d i n g
e n d e a v o r .  I t
r e q u i r e s
d e d i c a t i o n ,
r e g u l a t o r y
exper t i se ,  and
strategic  planning.
From  passing  the
broker  exam  and
securing a bond to
bui ld ing  c l ient
relationships  and
i n v e s t i n g  i n
technology,  every
s t e p  d e m a n d s
careful  execution.



But  for  those  who
mas te r  how  to
start  a  customs
b r o k e r a g e
bus iness ,  t h e
r e w a r d s  a r e
s i g n i f i c a n t :
f i n a n c i a l
independence,  a
front-row  seat  to
global  trade,  and

the  satisfaction  of
helping  businesses
navigate  complex
borders.  Use  this
g u i d e  a s  y o u r
blueprint, and take
the first step today.
T h e  w o r l d  o f
i n t e r n a t i o n a l
c o m m e r c e  i s
waiting  for  your
expertise.


