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If Asia dominates the eCommerce market, China is its absolute ruler. Bet-
ween Asia and the Pacific, online sales spending is expected to reach $3 
trillion by the end of 2021.

Today, 52% of the world market is represented by China. The cross-border 
eCommerce channel, in particular, is very promising thanks to trade-
friendly policies and the growing demand among Chinese consumers for 
international goods. 

Although currently cross-border eCommerce accounts for only 2.2% of the 
total online retail market, it is growing rapidly. Cross-border eCommerce is 
an easy and popular way for Chinese consumers to buy products from 
around the world that they would not otherwise have access to. Safety, 
quality and design are the characteristics that Chinese people look for in 
cross-border eCommerce, according to a survey by the Chinese Ministry of 
Commerce cited in the report.

On the other hand, foreign sellers face problems with high barriers to 
entry, lengthy product registrations and setup fees.
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Marketplace

Marketplaces in China are going strong, and for those who choose to do 
cross-border eCommerce in the Asian country, investing in just one plat-
form can be risky and limiting. To ensure greater visibility, it is advisable to 
be present on several platforms in an integrated manner.

But anyone who only thinks of Amazon or Ebay is making a big mistake. 
The world of Alibaba (28% market share) dominates in China, and the gene-
ralist platform owned by the giant, TMall – with 711 million active users and 
a 63% market share – is the busiest. Having your own store on TMall means 
having a personalised homepage, landing pages and product pages – a 
very different structure to Amazon's. 

With 362 million active users and 24% market share, JD.com is China's 
second largest online retailer. Like TMall, JD.com charges a service fee and 
receives a commission on sales. In addition, to sell on JD.com one must join 
its partnership process. It is known for its fast logistics and same-day deli-
very, as it has over 200 warehouses and more than 5000 pick-up points 
across China.

In third place is the Taobao platform, created by Alibaba in 2003 to counter 
eBay in the Chinese market. Since then, Taobao has constantly upgraded to 
remain among the top eCommerce players in China. 
In fourth and fifth place there are two social commerce platforms, Xiao-
hongshu and Pinduoduo, which are hybrids between an eCommerce and a 
social network. 

There are also specialised platforms that focus on specific products, such as 
Gome.com – which mainly sells household appliances – and VIP.com – 
which sells fashion and electronics.
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Top-selling products

In China, almost everything can be sold through a cross-border strategy, 
but the most popular products are those related to cosmetics and body 
care, children's products, food and beverage, fashion and jewellery. 

Customs

The customs policy for cross-border B2C eCommerce allows a zero duty rate 
to be applied if the value of the goods purchased is less than 5,000 yuan 
(approximately €650) per order or, alternatively, if the total orders placed by 
a single user in a year are less than 26,000 yuan (approximately €3,300). 

Duty free has also been abolished. Instead, VAT on imports and excise 
duties, which are referred to as 'consumption tax' in China, are payable. 

Brand Registration

China is a “first-to-file” country when it comes to the issue of trademarks. 
This means that if a brand that is registered in a country other than China 
has also been registered in China by someone else in an infringing manner, 
the latter is considered the legal owner of the brand.

So the counterfeit brand will be marketed in China without the counterfei-
ter incurring a penalty from China. One way to overcome this problem is to 
register your trademark in China before others do.

The problem is that China allows identical logos to be used between diffe-
rent classes and subclasses. This means that a seller of counterfeit goods 
can register a trademark in a different subclass to the one in which it was 
registered by the "official" seller. To avoid this problem, you need to identify 
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all classes and subclasses and register your trademark within them.
Registration costs about $500 for each individual class.
 
The filing of a Western trademark in China is done in Latin characters, but
it may also be necessary to register the Chinese and pinyin versions (i.e.
with the Latin alphabet transcription of the pronunciation of the
Chinese characters). 

For the trademark to be filed in China, it is also necessary to have two years 
of operating experience in the country of origin. The registration process 
then includes a number of steps and can take five to eight weeks.

 Privacy

Companies based in China or selling via cross-border to Chinese consumers 
will have to deal with China's new privacy law from 1st November. The prin-
ciples are those of the European regulation, the General Data Protection 
Regulation (GDPR).

In short, web giants and public and private companies will no longer be 
able to collect and share their users' personal data as they have done so far, 
and even where this is possible they will need the consent of the owners of 
that data. For transgressors, very heavy fines – up to 5% of the company's 
annual turnover or, in the most serious cases, the suspension of the busi-
ness licence or closure.

As with the GDPR, this new law requires each company to appoint a data 
controller, with a series of periodic checks. In this way, the digital sector will 
be regulated a little more stringently and online scams should be limited. 
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Mobile first

If you want to sell in China via eCommerce, it is essential to integrate a 
smartphone strategy into your business. In fact, China is the world's first 
"mobile first" country: there are over 904 million mobile internet users, and 
last year, app downloads reached 100 billion.
The country is already the world market leader in this field – with 64% of the 
1.5 billion global cellular connections, including LPWAN (mobile high-power 
network) technologies, with IoT licensed – and growing rapidly.

Payment systems

As with marketplaces, China's digital payments ecosystem is highly frag-
mented. Dominating the transaction sector are Alipay and WeChat Pay, two 
systems that – according to the Statista Global Consumer Survey in July 
2020 – have been used at least once in the previous 12 months by 97% and 
87% of respondents, respectively. 

Alipay is an online payment platform launched by Alibaba Group, similar to 
other digital wallets such as Apple Pay or Google Pay, which requires you to 
associate one or more cards to make a payment. The app has over 100 servi-
ces included, such as instant credit, merchant-subsidised instalments and 
cashback. Alipay and the entire Alibaba group are investing in the integra-
tion between online and offline, offering new retail solutions visible on 
Alibaba's various platforms (Alipay, Tmall-Taobao, Fliggy, Weibo) that facili-
tate the sale of products at a distance or in click-and-collect mode. WeChat 
Pay, on the other hand, is the digital wallet introduced by WeChat, the Chi-
nese messaging app launched in 2011 and owned by the giant Tencent. 
Very similar to the other digital wallets available on the market, WeChat's 
ecosystem also offers its users various services, including third-party ones, 
thanks to its marketplace being accessible to other companies that can 
thus develop dedicated apps. China UnionPay – also called simply 
UnionPay – is rightfully in the top three of the most used payments in China 
and by the Chinese community worldwide. Unlike Alipay and WeChat Pay, 
however, it is not a digital purse, as it is an issuer authorised to issue pay-
ment cards in the People's Republic of China. Since 2002, UnionPay has 
handled more and more transactions and now handles 93% of card pay-
ments in China and 45% of card payments worldwide.¹ 



Shipping

There are two shipping methods in relation to cross-border eCommer-
ce in China. These are the Direct Model-Shipments in which goods 
arrive f rom other countries, clear customs, enter China and
are delivered to the customer, and the Warehouse Customs
Model in which shipments are stored in a warehouse in China and
then delivered as ordered. The latter is the most commonly used. 

Cross-border express delivery services or postal services must provide 
transactional, payment and other electronic product information to 
customs when required.

To export a brand's products to China, there are three main methods:

Universal Postal Union (UPU) allows small packages to be sent
to China.It does not require an import permit, but products may be 
subject to taxes of up to 15/30/60% depending on the product.

The total value of the product must not exceed 1,000 yuan for six
products and must be checked for import restrictions and bans
in China.
Importing via B2C is a formal export model where the package is de-
clared via a platform to notify customs of its shipment.
This is a good way to ship products such as food, cosmetics and high-
end consumer products.

The in-bond import model requires storage of exported products
in a place like Hong Kong or special areas for cross-border ecommerce. 
This type of shipment corresponds to products such as consumer 
goods, low-value goods or heavy vehicles.
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Fees

Shipments with the import through B2C and the in-bond import model are 
subject to payment of import taxes, VAT and consumption tax. The product 
tax is around 11.2% for the largest product category or 25.5% for high-end 
cosmetics, luxury care and perfumes.

In summary

The Chinese market is on the rise and is essential for those who want to 
sell online, but in order to approach it in a high-performance manner, 
you need to be aware of its specifics. A presence in marketplaces and 
the use of mobile first channels are essential, as is attention to payment 
methods. Therefore, it is essential to remember all the issues related to 
the movement of goods: from customs to shipments and taxes. In short, 
when we talk about China we are talking about a market where it is very 
easy to achieve big numbers, but where there is no room for improvisa-
tion because every step must be studied.
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