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Europe 

 

Americas 

 

Asia Pacific 
 

East and Southern 
Africa 

North Africa, Near and 
Middle East 

West and Central Africa 

The WCO, an organisation with global reach… 
 

178 Members divided into 6 regions 
responsible for processing 98% of international trade 
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Yellow 

Green 

Maroon 

Cyan 

Magenta 
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The WCO, some historical background 

1950 

(1) The Convention establishing 

a Customs Co-operation Council 

(CCC) was signed in Brussels 

1952 

(2) The CCC 

Convention 

entered into 

force on 

4 November 

1953 

(3) The inaugural session 

 of the CCC Council 

was held on 

26 January 1953 

with 17 founding Members. 
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1994 

(4) In 1994, the Customs Co-operation 

Council (CCC) adopted the informal 

working name :  

“World Customs Organization” 
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The WCO, an objective 

…to secure the highest degree of 
harmony and uniformity in 

Customs systems 
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A universal economic language and code for goods, 

and an indispensable tool for international trade. 

The Harmonized System 2012 
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A universal economic language and code for goods, 

and an indispensable tool for international trade. 

The Harmonized System 2012 

    Used by : 

- Customs and statisticians 

- Governments 

- International organizations 

- Private sector 
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 Multipurpose Goods Nomenclature 

 
 

 - Basis for Customs Tariffs and Trade Statistics of more than 
200 (98 % of the world) countries and economies 

 

 

 - A universal economic language and code for transportable 
goods 

 

 - Implemented internationally in 1988 by the HS 

 Convention (145 Contracting Parties by December 2012) 
 

 - Maintained by WCO through the HS Committee by the 
Nomenclature Sub-Directorate. 

The Harmonized System 2012 
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Many purposes, such as : 

 
• customs duties/internal taxes 

• trade policies 

• monitoring of controlled goods 

• rules of origin 

• statistics, national accounts, research 

• price monitoring 

• quota controls 

The Harmonized System 2012 
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 International Convention on the 
Harmonized Commodity Description and 
Coding System 
 

• 20 ARTICLES  

 
+ ANNEX (5.205 “6-digit” subheadings) : 

  

The Harmonized System 2012 
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 Convention 
 

20 ARTICLES  

Articles 1,2 : Definitions 

Articles 3 -5, 9 : Obligations of Contracting Parties 

(implementation, application, publicity, technical 

assistance) 

Articles 6-8 : Roles of the Committees and the Council 

Article 10 : Settlement of disputes 

Articles 11-15, 17-19 : Becoming Contracting Parties 

(procedures, denunciation, rights) 

Article 16 : Amendment procedure 

Article 20 : Registration with the United Nations 
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 Convention 
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 Convention 
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Structure (HS 2012-edition) 
 

21 Sections 

• 96 Chapters 

1,224  4-digit headings 

• 5,205  6-digit HS-codes 
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The Harmonized System 2012 
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 Structure of the code 
 

 3821.00 Prepared culture media for the development 

or maintenance of micro-organisms (including viruses 
and the like) or of plant, human or animal cells 

The Harmonized System 2012 

THE ANNEX 
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 Structure of the code 
 

 3821.00 Prepared culture media for the development 

or maintenance of micro-organisms (including viruses 
and the like) or of plant, human or animal cells 

• 38 = Chapter number 

•     21 = the 21st heading within Chapter 38 

•         00 = not further subdivided 
 

N.B. One-dash subheadings can be further subdivided at one or 
two-dash level : 

The Harmonized System 2012 

THE ANNEX 
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Structure of the code 

 

 4002.11 (latex) 

• 40 = Chapter number 

•     02 = the 2nd heading within Chapter 40 

•         11 = subdivided at two-dash level 

        subheading 4002.19 covers “other” 
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THE ANNEX 
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THE ANNEX 



GENEVE, December 2012 
Copyright© 2012 World Customs Organization.  

26 

Possible correlation between 
controlled items from the EU 
Dual Use Regulations and HS 
categories 

But one HS category can 
include many controlled and 
uncontrolled items. 
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 This publication contains the correlations between the 5205 subheadings of the 
HS and selected international conventions. The table is merely indicative and 
has no legal or official status 

   

CORRELATION BETWEEN THE PRODUCT COVERAGE OF SELECTED 

INTERNATIONAL CONVENTIONS AND THE HARMONIZED SYSTEM 

(X = full coverage, EX = partial coverage) 

HS 2012 Classification Tools 
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How to amend the HS for 
biotechnology items? 

Alvaro FERNANDEZ-ACEBES  
WCO Tariff and Trade Affairs Directorate 

BWC Conference – GENEVE – December 2012 

BWC Conference 
Towards a trade monitoring for the BWC? 
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Implemented in 1988  HS Codes : 5019 

 

 Amended in 1992   

• Mainly editorial  HS Codes : 5018 

 Amended in 1996 

• 393  sets of amendments HS Codes : 5113 

 Amended in 2002 

• 374  sets of amendments HS Codes : 5225 

 Amended in 2007 

• 354  sets of amendments HS Codes : 5052 

 Amendments for 2012 

• 225  sets of amendments HS Codes : 5205 

The Harmonized System 2012 
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Amendments : 

 Technological progress 

 Changes in trade patterns 

 Clarification of texts  

 Environmental issues 

 Simplification 

 

The Harmonized System 2012 

UPDATING THE HS 
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Ozone Depleting Substances (ODS) – Montreal Protocol  

Chlorofluorocarbons (CFCs) have much higher Ozone depleting potential than 

Hydrochlorofluorocarbons (HCFCs).   

However, none of the CFCs is commercialized by 2010 and most of the 

HCFCs are still marketed.  

HS 2007 – Heading 29.03 

Separate provisions only for CFCs 

HS 2012 – Heading 29.03 

Separate provisions only for HCFCs 

HS 2012 Amendments - Chapter 28 

Environmental and Social 
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29.31 

2931.10 

Other organo-inorganic compounds . 

- Tetramethyl lead and tetraethyl lead  

 

2931.90 

 
- Other 

Products covered by the Rotterdam Convention (pesticides). 

2931.20 

 
- Tributyltin compounds  

 

There is a need to track trade of pesticides 

New subdivisions 

HS 2012 

HS 2012 Amendments - Chapter 28 

Environmental and Social 

29.31 

2931.10 

Other organo-inorganic compounds . HS 2007 2931.0 0 
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HS 2007 
  

3002.10  - Antisera and other blood fractions and  
  modified immunological products… 

HS 2012 
 
3002.10  - Antisera, other blood fractions and   
  immunological products, whether or not  
  modified or … 

HS 2012 Amendments- Chapter 30 
Clarifications and Trade Patterns 
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Deletion of low-trade items. 

Example: 

29.32  Heterocyclic compounds with oxygen hetero-

atom(s) only. 

*    *    * 

  - Lactones : 

2932.21 --  Coumarin, methylcoumarins and 

    ethylcoumarins  

2932.29 --  Other lactones 

Example: 

29.32  Heterocyclic compounds with oxygen hetero-

atom(s) only. 

*    *    * 

2932.20 - Lactones 

HS 2012 Amendments-  

SIMPLIFICATION 

Each review cycle has seen attempt to keep the HS up to date by 
eliminating item with trade below a threshold agreed to by the 
Committee.  The threshold currently stands at $50 million for 6-digit 
subheadings and $100 million for 4 digit headings 
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• To keep the system current with modern trading 
practices, product development and the needs of 
users : 

 

  
• Harmonized System Committee 

• Review Sub-Committee 

• Scientific Sub-Committee 

The Harmonized System 2012 

UPDATING THE HS 
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 Harmonized System Committee (HSC) 
 

• Composed of the representatives of HS 

 Contracting Parties to the Convention (1 vote each) 

 

• Members of the Council which are not Contracting 
Parties and representatives of International 
Organizations may attend the HSC as observers  

 

• Normally two sessions in a year 

 

The Harmonized System 2012 

UPDATING THE HS 



GENEVE, December 2012 
Copyright© 2012 World Customs Organization.  

38 

Harmonized System Committee (HSC) 

Dealing with : 

• Legal Text amendments 

• Classification questions  

• Explanatory Note amendments 

• HS-related Council recommendations 

• General questions and policy matters relating 

 to the HS 

The Harmonized System 2012 

UPDATING THE HS 
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Harmonized System Committee (HSC) 

• Amendments to the HS shall be taken by a 
majority of not less than two-thirds of the votes 
cast by the Members of the Committee 

 

• Each Session of the HSC can adopt modifications 
to the HS. The last Committee before the end of 
the review cycle has to vote again all the 
modifications.  

The Harmonized System 2012 

UPDATING THE HS 
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  Harmonized System Review Sub- Committee (RSC)  

 

  FUNCTIONS : 
 

• It shall normally hold two sessions per year; Same 

composition as the HSC 

 

• Function : To pursue a review of the HS and to 

propose to the Committee such amendments, 

considering the needs of users and to changes in 

technology or in patterns of international trade; 

 

The Harmonized System 2012 

UPDATING THE HS 
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Scientific Sub- Committee (SSC)  

 

• It shall normally hold at least one session a year; 
Each Contracting Party shall have the right to be 
represented 

 

• The SSC shall be an advisory body of the Council 
on questions involving chemical or other scientific 
matters. It shall seek to reach agreed views 
although the differing views should also be reported 
to the Council or Committee 

The Harmonized System 2012 

UPDATING THE HS 
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The Harmonized System 2012 

UPDATING THE HS : The Drafting period 

The process normally starts with contact between the 
international trade community and the government 
agencies charged with determining trade policy in 
Member administrations.   
 
Proposals are also received from International 
Organizations (e.g., UN) 

At the end of the review period the aggregated 
amendments are presented to the WCO Council for 
approval.  
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 Convention 

 

 

 

 

The Harmonized System 2012 
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Proposal 

Secretariat Review Sub-Committee 

HS Committee 

Council 

Draft Recommendation 

Recommendation Implementation 

2.5 years 

The Harmonized System 2012 

UPDATING THE HS 
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Council Recommendation Implementation 

2.5 years 

The Harmonized System 2012 

UPDATING THE HS 

The HS Convention provides for what is, in effect, a two and one-
half year implementation period for amendments to the 
Harmonized System. At first sight this appears to be an 
extraordinarily long period of time but one-half year is allotted 
for the entry of reservations by Contracting Parties to the 
amending recommendation  
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The Harmonized System 2012 

UPDATING THE HS 

The remaining two years are set aside for: 
 

• Updating and re-publication of all HS publications (Nomenclature, Explanatory 

Notes, Classification Opinions, Alphabetical Index, Correlation Tables, 

Commodity Database, etc) 

• Updating of the WCO Web site 

• Translation of the texts into third languages 

• Legislative process and miscellaneous updates in Member administrations 

• Training of Customs, other affected government agencies and the trade. 

• Other international institutions can be affected (UN statics, WTO negotiations..) 
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The Harmonized System 2012 

UPDATING THE HS : The analysis period 

The proposal is forwarded to the WCO and considered by 
the (RSC).  If the proposal is a simple one, the Sub-
Committee may accept it upon its first review.  More 
commonly, however, proposals are subjected to an initial 
review by the Sub-Committee and held over for further 
consideration at a subsequent meeting to resolve 
questions.  
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The Harmonized System 2012 

UPDATING THE HS : Biodiesel as example 

In April 2006, the Secretariat received a proposal from Brazil 
for the amendment of the Nomenclature to provide for 

BIODIESEL 

The Review Sub-Committee (RSC) at its 34th, 35th and 36th  
Sessions (October 2006, April 2007, November 2007) 

discussed possible amendments of the Nomenclature to 
provide for BIODIESEL.  

In April 2008, the Secretariat received an alternative 
proposal from Japan regarding the amendments of the 

Nomenclature to provide for BIODIESEL 

The Review Sub-Committee (RSC) at its 37th Session (April 
2008) discussed possible amendments of the Nomenclature 

to provide for BIODIESEL.  



49 

The SSC, at its 24th Session (January 2009) discussed the technical 
question asked by the RSC and offered its advice on the matter. 

The Harmonized System 2012 

UPDATING THE HS : Biodiesel as example 

The RSC, at its 38th Session (November 2008), felt that it needed the 
advice of the Scientific Sub-Committee (SSC) regarding the concept 

“long chain fatty acids” to be inserted in a possible amendment of the 
Nomenclature to provide for BIODIESEL 

The Harmonized System Committee, at its 43rd Session (March 2009) 
adopted the amendments of the Nomenclature to provide for 

BIODIESEL on the basis of the comments by the RSC and the SSC.  

In June 2009, the Council adopted the amendments to the 
Nomenclature (including the BIODIESEL)  

As from 1st JANUARY 2012 the HARMONIZED SYSTEM HS 2012  
got into force. GENEVE, December 2012 

Copyright© 2012 World Customs Organization.  
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Proposal 

Secretariat Review Sub-Committee 

HS Committee 

March 2014 

Council 

June 2014 

Draft Recommendation 

Recommendation     HS 2017 

2.5 years 

The Harmonized System 2012 

UPDATING THE HS : WHAT’S NEXT? 
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HS Committee 

March 2014 

Council 

June 2014     HS 2017 

The Harmonized System 2012 

UPDATING THE HS : WHAT’S NEXT? 
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Amendments to the Nomenclature (Request by the 

Organization for the Prohibition of Chemical 

Weapons, OPCW) 

HS 2017 Amendments 

On 23 April 2010, the OPCW formally requested that subheadings for the 33 

(thirty-three) most traded scheduled chemicals be included in the 2017 

amendments to the Harmonized System (HS).   

Effective controls and the ability to monitor transfers in scheduled chemicals 

can only be achieved if scheduled chemicals being traded are identified by 

Customs. 
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AMENDMENTS TO THE HS IN RESPECT OF 

CERTAIN PERSISTENT ORGANIC POLLUTANTS 

(REQUEST BY THE SECRETARIAT OF THE 

STOCKHOLM CONVENTION) 

HS 2017 Amendments 

On 27 May 2010, the Secretariat received a letter from the 

Stockholm Convention (SC) Secretariat (United Nations 

Environmental Program) on Persistent Organic Pollutants (POPs).   

POPs are toxic organic compounds that resist degradation and 

accumulate in the food-chain.  They can be transported over long 

distances in the atmosphere, resulting in widespread distribution across 

the earth.   
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AMENDMENTS TO THE HS IN RESPECT OF 

CERTAIN NARCOTIC SUBSTANCES (PROPOSAL 

BY THE UN INTERNATIONAL NARCOTICS 

CONTROL BOARD) 

HS 2017 Amendments 

On 4 October 2011, the Secretariat received a letter from the United Nations 

International Narcotics Control Board (INCB) stating that despite the control 

measures, traffickers continue to circumvent controls of raw ephedrine, 

pseudoephedrine and norephedrine by increased diversion of pharmaceutical 

preparations (without specific HS codes) containing these substances.   
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AMENDMENTS TO THE HS IN RESPECT OF NEW 

CHEMICALS LISTED IN ANNEX III TO THE 

ROTTERDAM CONVENTION (REQUEST BY THE 

ROTTERDAM CONVENTION SECRETARIAT - RC) 

HS 2017 Amendments 

On 29 September 2011, the Secretariat received a note from 

the RC Secretariat concerning a new proposal for assigning 

separate HS codes, for the Fifth Review Cycle, to several 

compounds included in Annex III of the RC (pesticides).   

Paragraph 1 of article 13 of RC provides that the Conference of the Parties shall 

encourage the WCO to assign specific HS custom codes to the individual 

chemicals listed in Annex III, as appropriate and that each Party shall require 

that, whenever a code has been assigned to such a chemical the shipping 

document for that chemical bears the code when exported. 
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New  HS codes? 

HS 2017 Amendments 

Plastic fermenters 

Shaking incubators 

Spray drying  

equipment 

HEPA Filters 

Biological Safety  

Cabinets 

Automatic Peptide  

synthesizer 
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New  HS codes? 

HS 2017 Amendments 
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    HS 2017 

The Harmonized System 2012 

UPDATING THE HS : WHAT’S NEXT? 

NEW PROPOSALS FOR THE AMENDMENT 
OF THE HS ARE WELCOME!!! 
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THANK YOU FOR YOUR ATTENTION 

ANY QUESTIONS ? 

www.wcoomd.org 

http://www.wcoomd.org/


GENEVE, December 2012 
Copyright© 2012 World Customs Organization.  

66 

2 

WCO Recommendations concerning the HS 

1.  Recommendation (20 JUNE 1995) 

RECOMMENDATION ON THE INSERTION IN NATIONAL 
STATISTICAL NOMENCLATURES OF SUBHEADINGS TO 
FACILITATE THE COLLECTION AND COMPARISON OF 

DATA ON THE INTERNATIONAL MOVEMENT OF 
SUBSTANCES CONTROLLED BY VIRTUE OF THE 

AMENDMENTS TO THE MONTREAL PROTOCOL ON 
SUBSTANCES THAT DEPLETE THE OZONE LAYER 

Example :  
2903.19 covers “other” halogenated derivatives of hydrocarbons 
 
Recommendation : 
Subheading 2903.19 of the Harmonized System 
- - - 1,1,1-Trichloroethane (methyl chloroform) 
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2 

WCO Recommendations concerning the HS 

2.  Recommendation (18 JUNE 1996) 

RECOMMENDATION ON THE INSERTION IN NATIONAL 
STATISTICAL NOMENCLATURES OF SUBHEADINGS FOR 

SUBSTANCES CONTROLLED UNDER THE CONVENTION ON 
THE PROHIBITION OF THE DEVELOPMENT, PRODUCTION, 
STOCKPILING AND USE OF CHEMICAL WEAPONS AND ON 

THEIR DESTRUCTION 

Example :  
2811.19 covers “other” inorganic acids 
 
Recommendation : 
Subheading 2811.19 
- - - Hydrogen cyanide 
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THANK YOU FOR YOUR ATTENTION 

ANY QUESTIONS ? 

www.wcoomd.org 

http://www.wcoomd.org/

