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The global logistics landscape relies heavily on the efficiency and predictability of air freight. At the heart of this
trillion-dollar industry lies a complex regulatory and financial framework known as the Air Cargo Tariff. For freight
forwarders, carriers, and shippers, understanding these tariffs is not merely a matter of administrative compliance
but a strategic necessity for cost optimization and supply chain resilience. An air cargo tariff is a comprehensive set
of rules, rates, and regulations published by carriers or industry bodies that dictate how cargo is priced, handled,
and transported across international and domestic borders.

The Theoretical Framework of Air Cargo Tariffs

To understand air cargo tariffs, one must first distinguish between the two primary components: the Rules and the
Rates. The rules define the contractual obligations, liability limits, packaging requirements, and acceptance criteria
for various types of goods. The rates, conversely, are the specific monetary charges applied to the transportation of
goods, typically calculated based on weight, volume, commodity type, and distance. Historically, these were
consolidated in the TACT (The Air Cargo Tariffs and Rules)manual, a definitive resource maintained by the
International Air Transport Association (IATA). Although digital platforms have largely superseded physical manuals,
the underlying logic of TACT remains the industry standard.

The Role of IATA and TACT

IATA serves as the primary governing body for international air transport, facilitating cooperation between over 300
airlines. TACT provides the industry with a unified language for calculating freight charges. It includes essential data
such as airport codes, carrier-specific regulations, country-specific import/export rules, and current currency
exchange rates. For a technical writer or logistics manager, TACT is the 'source of truth' that ensures a shipment
moving from Mumbai to Toronto adheres to the same standardized rating principles as one moving from London to
Singapore.

Technical Analysis of Chargeable Weight Calculations

One of the most critical aspects of air cargo tariffs is the concept of Chargeable Weight. Airlines are limited by two
physical constraints: the maximum takeoff weight (lift capacity) and the internal volume of the aircraft's hold (space
capacity). To account for this, the industry employs a mathematical model to ensure that light, bulky items (like
cotton) are charged fairly against heavy, compact items (like steel ingots).

The Volumetric Weight Formula

The standard industry ratio for air freight is 1:6000 (cm3/kg) for international shipments, though some carriers or
domestic regions may use 1:5000. The calculation follows a strict procedural execution:

1. Measure: Determine the maximum Length, Width, and Height of the shipment in centimeters.
2. Calculate Volume: Multiply L x W x H to get the total cubic centimeters (cm3).
3. Apply the Divisor: Divide the total volume by the volumetric factor (6000).



4. Determine Chargeable Weight: Compare the actual Gross Weight with the Volumetric Weight. The higher of
the two values is the Chargeable Weight.

Example:A crate weighing 100 kg with dimensions 100cm x 100cm x 100cm.Volume = 1,000,000 cm3.Volumetric
Weight = 1,000,000 / 6000 = 166.67 kg.Since 166.67 kg is greater than 100 kg, the shipper is charged for 167 kg
(rounded up to the nearest 0.5 kg or 1 kg depending on the tariff).

Classification of Air Freight Rates

Air cargo tariffs are not monolithic; they are categorized into several rate types based on the nature of the cargo
and the volume of the shipment. Understanding these classifications is essential for technical auditing of freight
invoices.

1. General Cargo Rates (GCR)

General Cargo Rates are the baseline pricing for goods that do not require special handling. They are further
divided into:

¢ Minimum Charges (M): The absolute lowest price a carrier will accept to transport any shipment, regardless of
weight. This covers the fixed administrative costs of processing a Master Air Waybill (MAWB).

« Normal Rate (N): Applied to shipments below 45 kg (in most regions).

¢ Quantity Rates (Q): Weight-break rates (e.g., +45kg, +100kg, +300kg, +500kg, +1000kg). As the weight
increases, the rate per kilogram decreases, incentivizing larger consolidations.

2. Specific Commodity Rates (SCR)

SCRs are lower-than-average rates applied to specific types of goods moving between specific city pairs. These
are designed to encourage the movement of high-volume commodities like textiles, electronics, or automotive parts.
To use an SCR, the shipment must strictly match the commodity description defined in the tariff.

3. Class Rates (Commodity Classification Rates)

Class rates apply to specific categories of goods that require special handling or have high value. These are
calculated as a percentage surcharge or discount on the General Cargo Rate.



Commodity Type Tariff Percentage / Adjustment Rationale

Valuable Cargo (VAL) 200% - 300% of GCR Requires high security, specialized
storage (vaults), and armed escort.

Live Animals (AVI) 110% - 150% of GCR Requires specialized ventilation,
temperature control, and animal
welfare checks.

Dangerous Goods (DG) 125% of GCR + Flat Fee Requires rigorous inspection,
segregation, and specialized training
for handlers.

Perishables (PER) 120% - 150% of GCR Requires cold chain infrastructure and
priority loading.

Newspapers/Magazines 50% of GCR (Discounted) High-frequency, low-value time-
sensitive educational material.

Ancillary Charges and Surcharges

The base rate (freight charge) is rarely the final cost. Modern air cargo tariffs include a variety of surcharges
designed to protect carriers from price volatility and recover operational costs. As of 2024, these typically include:

e Fuel Surcharge (FSC): Often the largest surcharge, indexed to the price of jet fuel (Kerosene). It is usually
calculated on the actual gross weight of the shipment.

e Security Surcharge (SSC): Covers the cost of X-ray screening, explosive trace detection, and terminal security.

e Screening Fees: Applied if the carrier or terminal operator must perform security screening on behalf of the
shipper.

* AWB Fee: A flat administrative fee for the issuance of the Air Waybill.

e Terminal Handling Charges (THC): Fees charged by the Ground Handling Agent (GHA) for moving cargo from
the warehouse to the aircratft.

Pacific Air Cargo Specific Tariff Rules

As indicated in technical datasets, specific carriers like Pacific Air Cargo maintain detailed tariffs for equipment
detention and accessories. These operational costs are critical for technical planners to include in their budgets:

¢ LD3 Container Detention: Approximately $25.00 per day.

e M1/LD7/AMJ Pallet Detention: Approximately $50.00 per day.

e Large 20ft Pallet Detention: Approximately $100.00 per day.

¢ Consumables: Straps and tie-downs are often charged at a flat rate (e.g., $10.00 per strap) if not returned.

Handling Special Commodities: Technical Requirements

The 'Rules' portion of the tariff manual provides strict guidelines for special cargo. Failure to adhere to these rules
results in shipment rejection or significant fines.

Dangerous Goods (DG)

Dangerous goods are regulated by the IATA Dangerous Goods Regulations (DGR). The tariff rules specify that DG
shipments must be accompanied by a Shipper’s Declaration for Dangerous Goods (SDDG). In terms of pricing,
most tariffs apply a surcharge (e.g., $75 to $150) per UN number or per shipment to cover the technical inspection



required before the goods are loaded.

Perishable Goods and Cold Chain

Perishables (fruits, vegetables, pharmaceuticals, vaccines) are governed by the IATA Perishable Cargo Regulations
(PCR). Tariffs for these items include 'Reserved' or 'Priority’ status. If a shipment requires active cooling (e.g., dry
ice or Envirotainers), the tariff will specify the rules for dry ice limits per aircraft type and the electricity 'plug-in' fees
for active containers at the terminal.

The Digital Evolution: E-AWB and Dynamic Pricing

The traditional method of publishing static tariffs in a book once or twice a year is being replaced by Dynamic
Pricing and e-AWBs. Modern carriers use algorithmic models to adjust rates in real-time based on current

demand, remaining belly capacity, and historical trends. The e-AWB (Electronic Air Waybill)is now the default
standard, reducing the administrative 'Documentation Fee' in many tariffs while improving data accuracy and speed.

Case Study: Post-COVID Rate Volatility

Prior to 2020, international air cargo rates were relatively stable, hovering between $2.50 and $5.00 per kilogram.
During the pandemic, the grounding of passenger fleets (which provide 50% of global air cargo capacity via 'belly
cargo') caused rates to spike to over $15.00 per kilogram on key routes like Shanghai to New York. This era
highlighted the importance of 'Ad-Hoc Rates'—negotiated prices that deviate from the published tariff to reflect
immediate market conditions.

Practical Field Guide: Steps to Calculate Total Landed Air Freight Cost

For a technical logistics manager, calculating the total cost involves a systematic workflow. Follow this checklist to
ensure no hidden tariff rules are missed:

1. Verification of Commodity: Check the TACT manual or carrier site for any 'Prohibited’ or 'Restricted’ items.
2. Weight/Volume Audit: Calculate the chargeable weight using the 1:6000 factor.
3. Base Rate Selection: Determine if an SCR applies; if not, find the applicable GCR weight break (+45, +100,

4. Surcharge Aggregation: Add FSC and SSC based on the carrier's weekly index.

5. Ancillary Fees: Add flat fees for AWB, Screening, and Terminal Handling.

6. Special Handling: If the goods are DG or PER, apply the percentage multiplier (e.g., 1.25x) and the flat
inspection fee.

7. Currency Conversion: Apply the IATA Clearing House (ICH) five-letter currency code exchange rate if the
tariff is published in a currency other than the payment currency.

Operational Challenges and Troubleshooting

In the real world, discrepancies between the shipper's declaration and the carrier's audit often lead to 'back-billing'
or 'weight corrections." Common failure modes include:

¢ Inaccurate Dimensions: Shippers often fail to include the height of the pallet itself (usually 15cm), leading to a
volumetric weight discrepancy.

¢ Incorrect Commodity Codes: Using a General Cargo Rate for an item that should be classified as a
‘Valuable' (e.g., high-end electronics) can lead to the shipment being held by security.

* Rounding Errors: IATA rules require rounding up to the next full or half kilogram. Rounding down can cause
the automated rating engine to reject the shipment.



The Strategic Importance of Tariff Knowledge

Mastering air cargo tariffs is a foundational skill for anyone involved in international trade. As airlines move toward
more complex, API-driven pricing models, the core principles established by IATA and TACT remain the bedrock of
the industry. By understanding the interplay between chargeable weight, commodity classifications, and ancillary
surcharges, businesses can significantly reduce their logistics spend and ensure their goods move through the
global airway network without technical or financial friction.

Ultimately, the air cargo tariff is more than a price list; it is a technical blueprint for the global movement of goods.
Whether it is a routine shipment of electronics or a life-saving delivery of medical supplies, the rules and rates
contained within these tariffs ensure that the world’s airlines can continue to provide the speed and reliability that
the modern economy demands. As digitalization continues to sweep through the sector, those who can navigate
the technical nuances of these regulations will remain at the forefront of global supply chain management.
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