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Overcoming  
e-commerce 
challenges
Avoiding the border bottleneck



Are SMBs up to the task of navigating 
e-commerce waters? 

For many traditional brick and mortar small and medium-

sized businesses (SMBs), e-commerce has provided an 

alternative channel to mitigate lost revenues from lengthy 

lockdowns and drastically reduced in-store shopping 

volumes due to the COVID-19 pandemic. Whether selling 

directly to consumers, supplying parts to manufacturers and 

distributors, or reaching a broader audience through online 

marketplace platforms to expand markets beyond domestic 

borders, e-commerce has become an indispensable survival 

strategy, not just for SMBs but also for merchants of all sizes 

and shapes.

The veritable bonanza of eager e-commerce shoppers also 

comes with its challenges. Many SMBs lack the economies 

of scale and infrastructures to be cost-effective and 

competitive in a rapidly growing market that adds layers 

of logistics complexities to the mix. Small and medium-

sized businesses face constant pressure to strike the right 

balance between the cost of goods sold and time in transit 

– something that becomes even more precarious when their 

customers extend beyond local jurisdictions and national 

borders. 

The demand for online goods and services has placed an incredible strain on an already stretched supply chain. SMBs 

are facing myriad challenges in navigating fulfillment and import processes in a world where consumers have learned 

to expect shorter turnaround windows, greater transparency into the movement of goods, and the flexibility to access 

products from any part of the world, regardless of the complexity of cross-border activities that lurks behind the scenes. In 

an e-commerce world, that level of speed and transparency can come at a high cost that can quickly undermine profitability 

when a company doesn’t have the economies of scale that enterprise-level players can leverage.

Then there is the issue of landed costs – the total cost of importing goods, including transport fees, customs duties, 

brokerage fees, temporary storage, etc. These can escalate for any number of reasons, including container shortages, 

shipping delays, port congestion, documentation requirements, customs inspections, and complicated duty and fee 

structures that can quickly erode margins and add to the cost of doing business. 

All of this does not, however, preclude SMBs from e-commerce success. With the right strategies, partnerships and tools, 

there are ways they can strike that right balance and compete successfully. There also have been a number of technology 

developments and programs on the part of border authorities, third-party services and customs brokers that are allowing 

SMBs and others to save time and costs in their e-commerce activities. 

20% of consumers who  
adopted digital shopping 

during the pandemic plan to 
continue to do so after the fact.



Supply chain crunch

Since the outset of the pandemic, global supply chains have 

been taxed to the limit. Production shutdowns, congestion 

at key ports, and inventory shortages, are just a few of the 

factors that have wreaked havoc with delivery schedules 

and driven up costs. One trend that has emerged from 

this is consumers no longer expect same-day or next-day 

delivery for online orders of non-essential goods. For SMBs 

especially, this presents a potential cost savings opportunity 

for direct-to-consumer orders through overseas suppliers 

leveraging U.S.-based fulfillment and distribution centers. 

Few SMBs have the ability to ship orders cost-effectively 

and efficiently, as it requires access to a nationwide 

distribution network and the ability to oversee it. Few, if any, 

can purchase their own warehouses or afford the cost of 

traditional 3PLs. Many have to rely on in-house staff and 

basic equipment to ship orders directly – an untenable 

situation in the face of growing order volumes. 

The e-commerce world is expanding at an 

unprecedented rate. Projections have skyrocketed 

since the extended restrictions imposed by the 

COVID-19 crisis have been driving consumers and 

businesses to adopt e-commerce business models 

for everything, from consumer goods and services, 

to components and electronics for assembly and 

production.

It is a well-known fact that the pandemic has 

accelerated the rise of e-commerce, and analysts 

have said the pandemic has accelerated the shift to 

online shopping by as much as five years. eMarketer 

for one anticipates a 27.6% increase in worldwide 

e-commerce sales in 2021 over the most recently 

tracked period. 

Overall, the global e-commerce market is expected 

to total $4.89 trillion in 2021 and is estimated to grow 

over the next few years, according to eMarketer, 

adding that retail sales will reach $6.39 trillion by  

2024, with e-commerce taking up 21.8% of total retail 

sales – a significant jump form the 13.6% of sales two 

years ago.

The United States e-commerce market is the world’s 

second largest and is forecasted to reach over $843 

billion in 2021, less than a third of China’s. The third-

largest e-commerce market is the United Kingdom. 

In addition, the U.S. has experienced the highest 

e-commerce growth in at least two decades, 

according to Digital Commerce 360. It reports that, 

in 2020, consumers spent $861.12 billion online with 

U.S. merchants, up 44.0% year over year. Original 

projections had estimated e-commerce wouldn’t reach 

that level until 2022. In fact, the jump is triple the 15.1% 

jump in 2019, resulting in an additional $174.87 billion 

in e-commerce revenue in 2020. 

In an industry first, e-commerce sales accounted for 

all retail gains in 2020, with penetration hitting 21.3%, 

up from 15.8% in 2019 and 14.3% in 2018. No other year 

has reached a two percentage-point gain in digital 

penetration. Sales through all other channels (stores, 

catalogs and call centers) declined.

An unstoppable market

Few SMBs have the ability  
to ship orders cost-effectively 

and efficiently.



Not surprisingly, many B2B and B2C SMBs have gravitated to third-party marketplaces to streamline the cost and 

headaches of fulfillment and import processes and achieve the scalability they need to fulfill orders. Digital Commerce 

360 reports that $2.67 trillion was spent globally on the top 100 online marketplaces in 2020, with $773 billion sold on U.S. 

marketplaces (a 40% growth in 2020).  

The lion’s share of marketplace activity is managed by Alibaba, Amazon, eBay and Etsy. There are also many niche players, 

such as geographically local or sector-specific marketplaces. 

Internet Retailer (IR) research shows that transactional marketplaces have grown as a percentage of overall e-commerce 

sales – so much so that it nearly equals sales on traditional e-commerce sites. 

E-commerce platforms provide several advantages for SMBs. First, they allow them to present their products and services 

to a broader customer base at home and abroad. Also, depending on the service, they provide a central, one-stop shopping 

platform to manage ordering, payment and logistics for a relatively low cost per transaction.

  

Much of the success for an SMB is assessing the return on investment that makes the most business sense. For example, 

some may be more profitable in terms of margins per item, while others excel at driving traffic to generate larger sales 

volumes. While the choices abound, it is incumbent on SMBs to evaluate the competitive landscape when choosing an 

e-commerce service, including market size and opportunity, shipping and fulfillment costs, and transaction and service 

fees. Margin analysis becomes even more critical when working in cross-border e-commerce.

The legislative picture

International e-commerce is rife with varying (and often 

opaque) regulatory constraints (e.g., labeling, inspections, 

local representation requirements, privacy rules, volume 

restrictions, tariffs and duties, currency regulations, 

acceptance of electronic documents, etc.). Depending on 

the movement of goods within and outside North America, 

businesses can face multiple tariff bottlenecks and fees 

adding to their landed shipment costs.  

There is no single set of global rules or disciplines that 

govern many key e-commerce issues. While the World Trade 

Organization (WTO) has spent the past three years building 

an e-commerce framework of standards, the outcome is 

not a binding document and countries are not obligated to 

implement everything within that agreement.

That being said, there are many government agencies 

and other entities that have been working on creating 

opportunities for SMBs to be more engaged in cross-

border trade by streamlining processes, building out 

more cost-efficient infrastructures, advancing electronic 

communications capabilities and raising de minimis 

thresholds – the value threshold within which goods can 

enter a country’s commerce duty free – to simplify low-value 

shipment releases, which account for the majority of SMB 

transactions.

There are many government 
agencies and other entities 

that have been working  
on creating opportunities  

for SMBs to be more engaged  
in cross-border trade.



For example, in 2016 the U.S. raised its de minimis threshold to $800, allowing less stringent customs procedures on 

shipments valued below that number in order to help expedite the clearance of goods crossing the border. To expedite 

those shipments even further, U.S. Customs and Border Protection (CBP) has been testing Entry Type 86, an electronic 

customs filing program to streamline the import of individual consumer goods securely and within regulatory requirements. 

Entry Type 86 expands the categories under which goods can enter the U.S. without utilizing a standard customs entry, as 

well as allows goods to receive advanced clearance to reduce customs processing time and administrative documentation 

at the port of entry, thereby eliminating the need to go through a more demanding standard customs entry process. 

Advanced electronic customs filing also removes the need for customs officers to be on site, thereby expediting shipping 

and reducing costs. 

The engine behind all this is CBP’s Automated Commercial Environment (ACE). ACE is a fully electronic cargo manifest 

release and notification system used by air carriers, freight forwarders, importers and customs brokers to exchange data. 

However, the ins and outs of these changes can seem overly complicated and challenging to maneuver, particularly for 

small and medium sized businesses that lack the expertise and time to fully leverage the advantages they can provide. 

Customs brokers can play an important role in helping SMBs navigate this important aspect of international e-commerce 

transactions.

Success in e-commerce

International e-commerce has countless moving parts that 

can make or break the profitability of a transaction. Without 

the right guidance and infrastructure, SMBs can easily be 

caught up in an endless cycle of shipping delays, eroding 

margins, and costly mistakes. 

One key time and cost-saving strategy is routing through 

USMCA trade partners, in particular Canadian ports of entry. 

For U.S. importers, it can be more economical to ship goods 

into a Canadian port and have them routed for final ground 

delivery through a bonded warehouse in Canada with close 

proximity to the U.S.-Canadian border using a Section 321 

release on manifest. This can help to reduce overall time 

in transit by avoiding the more congested U.S. ports. As 

opposed to a standard customs entry process, a release on 

manifest allows for low value imports to be processed more 

seamlessly, reducing possible delays and errors at point of 

entry and expediting overall time in transit. While most SMBs 

wouldn’t have the in-house capabilities for this, support is 

available through third-party providers.

The following are additional ways that SMBs can help improve their chances of success and profitability.

1.  Get connected to an e-commerce platform. 

  One option is leveraging e-marketplaces to offload order processing, payment and distribution functions. Before making 

the leap however, it is imperative to choose one (or more) that best suits their business model and goals.  

2. Leverage Entry Type 86 to reduce cost and expedite transport. 

  Using Entry Type 86 allows importers to move goods through a container freight station (CFS) bonded warehouse instead 

of the usual express consignment carrier facility (ECCF) as the advanced electronic customs entry documentation 

removes the need to have a customs officer on site.  

For U.S. importers, it can be 
more economical to ship goods 
into a Canadian port and have 
them routed for final ground 
delivery through a bonded 

warehouse in Canada.
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3. Connect with the right CBP Automated Broker Interface (ABI) software vendor. 

  As CBP requires importers to submit electronic documentation through ABI, importers need access to software that 

connects to CBP. ABI software allows them to file documentation, generate reports, process payments, validate fees and 

taxes, and communicate with CBP, among other functions. CBP-approved cloud-based ABI service providers are usually 

the most cost-effective and efficient option. When selecting a vendor, take into account the filing frequency, software 

features, number of users, and number of shipments and transactions, as well as a provider’s ability to clear e-commerce 

shipments (Entry Type 86). 

4. Look at the entire picture. Various platforms calculate fees differently.

  Put in the time and effort to ensure that fees charged represent the true and complete landing costs, including all taxes 

and duties. Also ensure they have the capacity and flexibility to handle the processing and reporting for all small- and 

large-scale e-commerce volumes. 

5. Work with USMCA supply partners to take advantage of the duty and tax savings provided through the U.S. de minimis 

threshold.

Future outlook

Analysts expect that this deeper reliance on e-commerce 

will continue after the pandemic. A 2020 McKinsey report 

indicates 20% of consumers who adopted digital shopping 

during the pandemic plan to continue to do so after the fact.  

The e-commerce explosion has forced a lot of traditional 

business-to-business or business-to-consumer retailers to 

become e-commerce experts virtually overnight. 

The good news is, legislative bodies around the world are 

working to remove some of the administrative and functional 

barriers to expedite cross-border commerce, provide relief 

to small retailers, and reduce landed costs. Granted, there 

is much work to be done on that front at a time when the 

landscape is shifting on a constant basis. 

Now is the opportune time for SMBs to find ways to capitalize 

on the benefits of e-commerce and expand their markets. That 

means, among many things, ensuring they are connecting to 

the right platforms and partners for warehousing, fulfillment and customs clearance. Forging strategic partnerships and 

accessing reliable infrastructure services can help SMBs navigate the e-commerce flux without compromising profitability 

or security. Domestic and international e-commerce may be uncharted waters for some SMBs, but resources are readily 

available to help them navigate those waters successfully.

Forging strategic partnerships 
and accessing reliable 
infrastructure services  

can help SMBs navigate  
the e-commerce flux  

without compromising 
profitability or security.
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Contact Livingston  

Ready to grow your e-commerce business? Contact Livingston today!  
Email us at eCommerce@livingstonintl.com
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