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COLOMBIA 
 

TRADE SUMMARY  

 

The U.S. trade balance with Colombia shifted from a goods trade surplus of $2.2 billion in 2015 to a goods 

trade deficit of $696 million in 2016.  U.S. goods exports to Colombia were $13.1 billion, down 19.6 percent 

($3.2 billion) from the previous year.  Corresponding U.S. imports from Colombia were $13.8 billion, down 

2.0 percent.  Colombia was the United States' 22nd largest goods export market in 2016. 

 

U.S. exports of services to Colombia were an estimated $6.5 billion in 2015 (latest data available) and U.S. 

imports were $3.2 billion.  Sales of services in Colombia by majority U.S.-owned affiliates were $6.2 billion 

in 2014 (latest data available), while sales of services in the United States by majority Colombia-owned 

firms were $82 million. 

 

U.S. foreign direct investment (FDI) in Colombia (stock) was $6.2 billion in 2015 (latest data available), a 

13.3 percent decrease from 2014.  U.S. direct investment in Colombia is led by mining, manufacturing, and 

finance/insurance. 

 

The United States – Colombia Trade Promotion Agreement  

 

The United States – Colombia Trade Promotion Agreement (CTPA) entered into force on May 15, 2012.  

The CTPA is a comprehensive free trade agreement, under which Colombia immediately eliminated duties 

on 80 percent of U.S. exports, with most remaining tariffs to be phased out over ten years, and tariffs on 

some sensitive agricultural products to be phased out over longer periods of time.  Colombia also provides 

substantially improved market access for U.S. service suppliers under the CTPA.  In addition, the CTPA 

includes disciplines on customs administration and trade facilitation, technical barriers to trade, government 

procurement, investment, electronic commerce, telecommunications, intellectual property rights, 

transparency, and labor and environmental protection. 

 

TECHNICAL BARRIERS TO TRADE / SANITARY AND PHYTOSANITARY BARRIERS  

 

Technical Barriers to Trade  

 

Local Certification Requirements  

 

Colombian directives and guidelines create local certification requirements and other regulatory obstacles 

for U.S. companies.  Decree 1595, finalized in August 2015, requires “medium and high risk” products to 

obtain local safety conformity certifications unless a country agrees to recognize Colombia’s certifications.  

To date, Colombia has not articulated the criteria for assessing product risk categories and, thus, has not 

clarified the scope of the measure.  Other regulations that require local certification include measures 

addressing electrical installations and electrical equipment (Resolution 181331 of 2009), illumination and 

public lighting, toy safety (Resolution 3388 of 2008), public passenger vehicles, and fuel blends.  Some of 

these regulations and related modifications were not notified through the WTO.  Additionally, some 

stakeholders have expressed concerns regarding a lack of coordination among government ministries and 

agencies, excessive and duplicative import documentation requirements, vague guidelines, and frequently 

changing norms that create uncertainty with respect to the local certification requirements.  The U.S. 

Government has raised these issues in WTO Technical Barriers to Trade Committee meetings, as well as 

bilaterally, including in CTPA TBT Committee meetings. 
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Sanitary and Phytosanitary Barriers  

 

Live Cattle  

 

Colombia is now accepting imports of U.S. live cattle.  In June 2010, Colombia nominally allowed live 

cattle imports from the United States, but at the same time imposed restrictive requirements due to concerns 

over bluetongue and leucosis that effectively prevented any such imports.  Live cattle imports began in 

August 2016, following an agreement between USDA’s Animal and Plant Health Inspection Service and 

Colombian sanitary authorities on testing procedures.   

 

Rice  

 

In an exchange of letters dated April 15, 2012, Colombia and the United States agreed that Colombia would 

provide access to U.S. rough rice through the Port of Barranquilla, subject to certification that the shipments 

were free of Tilletia horrida (a rice smut) and the pre-export fumigation of shipments.  Following a 

December 2013 report that indicated that Tilletia horrida had been detected in rice production areas in 

Colombia, Colombian authorities initiated an epidemiologic survey, stating that the results of the survey 

are expected to be released in early 2017.  Regarding pre-fumigation, in September 2016 Colombia agreed 

to a U.S. request to reduce the mandatory minimum grain moisture content of U.S. rough rice from 12.5 

percent to 11 percent.  The United States will continue to engage Colombia with the objectives of expanding 

the list of eligible ports of entry for U.S. rough rice beyond Barranquilla and securing the eventual 

elimination of the pre-export fumigation requirement on a scientific basis. 

 

Risk Categorization and Associated Import Requirements  

 

Through INVIMA Resolution 719 of 2015, Colombia has assigned risk categories to foods with a view to 

imposing new requirements on foods depending on the category of risk.  While Colombia has indicated it 

intends to apply the envisioned categories to both imported and domestic products, the United States is 

concerned, in light of international guidelines, about the criteria that Colombia uses to assign risk.  Ministry 

of Health Decree 539 of March 12, 2014, included numerous new requirements for high risk foods, 

including plant registration with INVIMA and the inspection of facilities intending to export to Colombia.  

The United States and Colombia exchanged information and views on these issues at the September 2015 

meeting of the CTPA Standing Committee on Sanitary and Phytosanitary Matters.  On January 7, 2017, 

Colombia notified a regulation to the WTO that amends Decree 539 by introducing provisions that allows 

for the recognition of trading partners’ food safety systems as equivalent to Colombia’s, and thereby 

exempts exporting establishments in those trading partners from individual inspection and approval 

requirements.  The United States will continue to engage with the Colombian government and affected 

stakeholders regarding the impact of these requirements, as well as the process for potential recognition of 

the U.S. food safety system.   

 

IMPORT POLICIES  

 

Tariffs  

 

About 80 percent of U.S. exports of consumer and industrial products to Colombia became duty free 

immediately upon the CTPA’s entry into force on May 15, 2012.  The remaining consumer and industrial 

product tariffs are to be phased out within 10 years of entry into force, that is, by January 1, 2021.  While 

Colombia generally applies variable tariffs to imports of certain agricultural products pursuant to the 

Andean Community’s price band system, upon entry into force of the CTPA, Colombia stopped imposing 

such tariffs on U.S. agricultural exports.  Almost 70 percent of U.S. agricultural exports (by value) became 

duty free at entry into force, and duties on most other U.S. agricultural goods will be phased out over a 
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period of five to 12 years.  Tariffs on the most sensitive products for Colombia, such as certain poultry 

products, certain dairy products, sugar, and rice will be phased out over 15 years to 19 years from entry into 

force.  U.S. agricultural exporters also currently benefit from zero-duty tariff rate quotas on corn, rice, 

poultry parts, dairy products, sorghum, dried beans, standard grade beef, animal feeds, and soybean oil.  As 

quotas are increased and over-quota duties are phased out, access to the Colombian market for those 

products will increase.  

 

Nontariff Measures  

 

Truck Scrappage  

 

Prior to March 2013, new freight trucks over 10.5 metric tons (mt) could be legally registered in Colombia 

either by paying a “scrappage fee” to the government, or by demonstrating that an old freight truck of 

equivalent capacity (“1x1”) had been scrapped and its registration cancelled.  In March 2013, without public 

consultation or a transition period, Colombia issued Decree 486, which eliminated the option to pay the 

“scrappage fee.”  As a result, scrapping an old truck of equivalent cargo capacity is now a condition for the 

registration of new freight trucks over 10.5 mt.  This change in policy has significantly affected previously 

robust sales of imported trucks (which are generally over 10.5 mt).  In the first year of this policy, such 

imports reportedly fell 65 percent, and sales-related administration costs rose by $60 million for all 

importers.  In the first two years, U.S. exporters lost a reported $600 million in sales, according to industry 

officials. 

 

In September 2016, Colombia issued Decree 1517, which indicates that the “1x1” scrappage policy will be 

terminated by December 31, 2018.  Colombia will maintain the “1x1” system in the interim, but the decree 

contemplates the establishment of a new government-administered process for the distribution of the 

scrapping certificates required to register a new truck to truck importers and buyers.  According to the 

decree, the interim system will be maintained until either the government incentive funds used to encourage 

scrappage are expended, or “balancing of the market’s supply and demand conditions,” but in any case no 

later than December 31, 2018.  Importers have raised concerns about the delay in issuing implementing 

regulations for this decree, as well as the long timeframe for transition to a free market.  Colombia published 

the final implementing regulations in February 2017.  Under this interim system, importers can apply to 

receive the scrapping certificate required to import a new truck via a government-administered process.  

They will pay a fee equivalent to 15 percent of the value of the new truck to access the certificate, and 

Colombia will continue to link the number of available certificates to vehicles scrapped.  The United States 

will continue to monitor developments. 

 

The United States continued to raise concerns over the last year regarding the scrappage requirement, as 

well as the lack of a transparent public consultation process, in multiple fora and at senior and working 

levels, including in the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) Trade 

Committee in the context of Colombia’s accession to the OECD.  The United States will continue to engage 

with Colombia regarding the scrappage policy, including with respect to changes to the policy, and press 

Colombia for a resolution of this issue to effectively reopen the market to U.S. products. 

 

Internal Taxes on Distilled Spirits and Alcohol Monopolies  

 

On December 19, 2016, President Santos signed into law a bill reforming tax treatment of distilled spirits 

and oversight of monopolies at the department (provincial government) level.  Under the previous tax 

regime (Law 788 of 2002, Chapter V, as amended by Law 1393 of 2010), Colombia assessed a consumption 

tax on distilled spirits with a system of specific rates per degree (half percentage point) of alcohol strength, 

and arbitrary breakpoints based on alcohol content appeared to result in a lower tax rate on spirits produced 

locally.  While the CTPA provides certain exceptions for Colombia’s measures relating to the taxation of 
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alcoholic beverages, those exceptions expired May 15, 2016.  The EU sought consultations with Colombia 

regarding taxation and departmental practices with respect to imported spirits under the WTO dispute 

settlement mechanism in January 2016.  The United States participated in those consultations, held in March 

2016, as a third party.  

 

The new law, effective January 1, 2017, replaces the previous tax structure (including the breakpoints) with 

a combination of a “specific tax” based on alcohol content and an ad valorem tax on the retail price.  The 

law also includes provisions that are aimed at disciplining practices of the department level alcohol 

monopolies.  However, the United States remains concerned regarding a provision that would appear to 

allow for special protections for a distilled spirit called “aguardiente,” and continues to have questions on 

the process for aligning department-level practices with the new law.  Importers are also seeking greater 

clarity on technical provisions that, depending on how they are implemented, could impact market access, 

including with respect to price certifications, labeling requirements, and certificates of good manufacturing 

processes.  The United States will continue to monitor the implementation of the new legislation and engage 

with Colombia regarding U.S. concerns. 

 

Mobile Phones Decree  

 

On October 16, 2015, Colombia’s trade ministry published Decree 2025, which “establishes measures to 

control the import and export of smart phones and their parts” as part of its strategy to address phone theft.  

The decree established extensive administrative requirements for trade in mobile phones and created 

barriers to export them even for legitimate purposes, such as warranty repairs or recycling.  In particular, 

the decree mandates that each mobile phone have a government-issued International Mobile Equipment 

Identity (IMEI) verification certificate at the time of import and requires all importers and exporters to pre-

register with the National Police in order to trade in mobile phones.  Additionally, the decree prohibited all 

imports and exports of mobile devices and parts via mail or express delivery (often the method of shipment 

for purchases by private individuals), and travelers entering Colombia were limited to carrying no more 

than three devices as personal items.  Both phone manufacturers and express mail companies have raised 

concerns about the decree. 

 

On December 23, 2016, the trade ministry published Decree 2142, which modifies a number of Decree 

2025’s provisions.  In particular, Decree 2142 reverses the prohibition on imports of mobile devices and 

parts via mail or express delivery, with some limitations as to the number of devices that can be shipped by 

those means, and allows more flexibility with respect to the documentary requirements for the export of 

used phones, e.g., for servicing and repair, or recycling and safe disposal of electronic waste.  (The limit on 

how many devices travelers can carry into the country remains in place, as do the requirements with respect 

to IMEI verification and registration of importers and exporters with the National Police.)  However, 

concerns remain regarding the government of Colombia’s operational capacity to implement the system 

established in Decree 2025 of 2015, as amended.  The United States will continue to monitor the 

implementation of these decrees and engage with Colombia as appropriate to facilitate legitimate trade in 

cell phones.    

 

Biologic and Biosimilar Medicines Regulations  

 

In September 2014, Colombia issued a decree establishing a framework for marketing approval of 

biological and biosimilar medicines.  It established three approval pathways.  The third pathway, the 

“abbreviated comparability” pathway, appears to be incompatible with international norms for biosimilars 

pathways.  It remains unclear what data, clinical trials, or other information will be required to demonstrate 

biosimilarity with the reference products.  The decree takes effect upon the entry into force of implementing 

guidelines.  The stability guideline (Resolution 3690 of August 2016) enters into force in August 2017.  It 

establishes that INVIMA, Colombia’s sanitary authority, will accept stability studies of biologic medicines 
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in accordance with international standards.  However, the immunogenicity guideline (Resolution 4490 of 

September 2016, which was originally to enter into force in September 2017, was reopened for public 

comment early in 2017) may not require clinical trials for assessing the potential for unwanted immune 

responses (immunogenicity) of biosimilars.  The United States will continue to monitor the implementation 

of the Decree to assess its impact on fair competition in the Colombian market.  

 

Marketing Approval Dependent on Price Review  

 

The National Development Plan 2014-2018 law gives the health ministry the authority to require two 

additional assessments before medicines and medical devices can receive or renew a sanitary registration, 

which is required before a product can be sold in Colombia: (1) a health technology assessment by the 

Institute for Health Technological Evaluation; and (2) a price determination by the health ministry.  

Stakeholders report that Colombia’s process for granting and renewing sanitary registrations for innovative 

pharmaceutical products has slowed since the National Development Plan became law in May 2015.  The 

Ministry of Health is currently developing implementing regulations for the relevant provisions.    

   

“Luxury Tax” on Vehicles Valued at $30,000 and Above  

 

Colombia charges a 16 percent consumption tax for vehicles with a Free on Board (FOB) value of $30,000 

and above.  Vehicles below this value are subject to a tax of eight percent.  The $30,000 value has not been 

adjusted for inflation in two decades.  As a result, an increasing number of vehicles, particularly imported 

vehicles, fall into the higher tax bracket.  (Generally, cars containing above three liter engines have an FOB 

value over $30,000.)  The majority of vehicles assembled in Colombia typically fall below the $30,000 

level.  Importers reportedly frequently choose to strip vehicles of the latest safety and technology advances 

to keep the value under $30,000 and avoid paying at a higher tax rate. 

 

Ethanol  

 

In April 2014, Colombia’s Ministry of Mines and Energy published a resolution that allowed Colombia to 

set import quantity limits on ethanol and establish a licensing mechanism to allow for imports in cases of 

domestic shortfall.  Following U.S. engagement on this issue, in November 2016, Colombia issued a new 

resolution that reverses the earlier measure, effective May 2017.  At that time, Colombia had indicated that 

it would be publishing regulations on carbon footprint requirements for ethanol, which could affect market 

access for U.S. corn-based ethanol.  In late January 2017, Colombia published a draft decree for public 

comment.  The United States will continue to monitor developments closely and engage with Colombia 

regarding any concerns. 

 

INTELLECTUAL PROPERTY RIGHTS PROTECTION  

 

Colombia remained on the Watch List in the 2016 Special 301 Report, and an Out-of-Cycle Review was 

initiated to assess Colombia’s commitment to the intellectual property provisions of the CTPA and to 

monitor the implementation of the National Development Plan.  Colombia’s implementation of certain 

intellectual property rights (IPR) provisions of the CTPA was interrupted in 2013 when the Colombian 

Constitutional Court invalidated on procedural grounds the law enacting those obligations.  While 

Colombia has made progress on implementing some of the remaining IPR provisions in the CTPA, 

including on accession to the Budapest Treaty and the drafting of copyright amendments, certain other 

obligations remain outstanding.  Colombia has not yet introduced or passed into law the copyright 

amendments mentioned above, acceded to the 1991 Act of the International Convention for the Protection 

of New Varieties of Plants, or developed Internet service provider liability limitations and notice and 

takedown procedures.  The United States will continue to engage with Colombia at political and technical 

levels to complete implementation as soon as possible.  
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Companies remain concerned with widespread intellectual property infringement, including unauthorized 

camcording in movie theaters, physical counterfeiting and piracy at the border and in the San Andresitos 

market, online and mobile piracy, and the use of micro-chipped Free-to-Air (FTA) boxes, used exclusively 

for pirating broadcasting signals.  The National Development Plan included a requirement to develop an 

IPR enforcement policy to help guide, coordinate, and raise awareness of IPR enforcement.  Other 

provisions of the National Development Plan, depending on how they are interpreted and implemented, 

may structurally undermine innovation and intellectual property rights, such as by establishing a role for 

the Ministry of Health in the examination of pharmaceutical patent applications.  The United States will 

continue to engage bilaterally to resolve these issues. 

 

SERVICES BARRIERS  

 

The CTPA grants U.S. service suppliers substantially improved market access.  Some restrictions, such as 

economic needs tests and residency requirements, remain in sectors such as accounting, tourism, legal 

services, insurance, distribution services, advertising, and data processing.  

 

Telecommunications  

 

Roaming  

 

In Section 1377 Reports, USTR has expressed concerns with Colombia’s enforcement of roaming 

arrangements, particularly with regard to arrangements between dominant providers and their smaller 

competitors.  Roaming arrangements are critical for new entrants because they rely on roaming to 

supplement their network in their build-out phase, in order to offer a commercially viable service.  A U.S. 

invested operator that recently entered the mobile services market in Colombia has expressed concern that 

the technical and financial aspects of its roaming arrangements over the past several years impede its ability 

to compete in the market.  In February 2017, the Communication Regulation Commission (CRC) proposed 

a regulation on wholesale voice and data roaming services in Colombia.  The United States will look to 

Colombia to ensure the decisions of the CRC with respect to roaming are consistent with Colombia’s 

obligations under the GATS and the CTPA, including that such services are provided on reasonable and 

non-discriminatory terms and conditions.  

 

Spectrum  

 

In May 2015, the Ministry of Information Technologies and Communication (MinTIC) issued a Request 

for Proposal (RFP) for allocation of the 700 MHz spectrum band.  This band is particularly useful for new 

entrants because of technical characteristics that support coverage of larger geographic areas with less 

infrastructure, enabling a new entrant to more quickly and more economically build up its customer base, 

particularly where population density is lower.  Given the importance of this band to new entrants, the 

OECD in its 2014 review of Colombia’s Telecommunications Policy and Regulation recommended that 

the expected auction of this band should include conditions that specifically allow small operators to have 

access to it.  Despite clear interest on the part of some mobile operators, MinTIC has not yet proceeded 

with the auction, a delay that could negatively affect the competitive dynamics of the mobile market.  In 

February 2017, MinTIC published draft auction rules for public comment.  The United States will continue 

to monitor these developments, with a view to ensuring that Colombia implements its trade commitments 

with respect to spectrum allocation, including that procedures be both timely and non-discriminatory.  



 

FOREIGN TRADE BARRIERS 

-103- 

Distribution Services  

 

Commercial Agency  

 

A section of Colombia’s commercial code provides protections for agents that can make it difficult and 

costly for companies to terminate a commercial agent (sales representative) contract.  The United States 

has been working with Colombia to address this issue and will continue to monitor progress. 

 


