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ARTICLE

Harmonized System: Proposal for a Change of  General 
Rule 1, for the Introduction of  Simple Classifi cation Keys 
and for a Better Interlinkage of  Headings and Notes

Carsten Weerth*

The fundamental rule for the classifi cation of  goods into a customs tariff  which comply with the Harmonized System for the 
description and coding of  goods (HS) are the terms of  headings and the notes according to General Rule 1 (GR 1). However, 
the notes and subheading notes are written collectively in front of  chapters or sections. Therefore, these basic notes are often not 
consulted by users when goods are classifi ed under a certain heading. This column proposes better interlinkage of  (sub)headings 
and (subheading) notes and a change of  GR 1 in order to accommodate an easier classifi cation that could be facilitated by 
 placing a list of  contents in front of  each and every chapter.  Furthermore, the placement of  simple classifi cation keys in front 
of  each and every chapter is proposed.

I.  TERMS OF HEADINGS AND PLACEMENT 
OF NOTES

Customs classifi cation of  goods into the tariff  scheme 
of  the HS nomenclature is complex and depends on 
numerous rules, in particular on the terms of  1,221 
HS headings (a further 34 HS headings are not in 
use1), and 380 notes according to General Rule 
(GR 1) and on the terms of  5,052 HS subheadings 
and 9,720 CN subheadings and 56 subheading notes2 
according to GR 6.3 Therefore the customs classifi ca-
tion solely depends on the terms of  (sub)headings and 
(subheading) notes. However, the notes are placed in 
front of  a section or chapter and as a result users do 
often not consult these basic notes when a  product 
is classifi ed under a certain heading.4  Therefore, 
this contribution proposes better interlinkage of  
(sub)headings and (subheading) notes and a change 
of  GR 1 in order to accommodate easier classifi cation 
that could be facilitated by placing a list of  contents in 
front of  all chapters. Also proposed is the placement 
of  simple classifi cation keys in front of  all chapters.

II. PROPOSAL FOR A CHANGE OF 
GENERAL RULE 1

General Rule 1 is the basic rule by which the customs 
classifi cation of  goods is determined:

1The titles of  sections, chapters and sub-chapters 
are provided for ease of  reference only; 2for legal 
purposes classifi cation shall be determined accord-
ing to the terms of  the headings and any relative 
section or chapter notes and, provided such head-
ings or node do not otherwise require, according to 
the following provisions.

General Rule 1 sentence 1 states that the headings 
of  sections, chapters and subchapters are for refer-
ence only. GR 1 sentence 2 emphasizes that for legal 
purposes the classifi cation shall solely be determined 
solely the terms of  headings and notes. A change of  
GR 1 is proposed for the introduction of  simple clas-
sifi cation keys, lists of  contents and a better inter-
 linkage of  terms of  headings and notes (proposed 
changes are italic):

Notes
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Table 1:  A simple example for Chapter 26

Chapter 26: Ores, slag and ash

Key for the classifi cation of  goods into chapter 26

Chapter 26 consists of  21 headings.

1 Ore or slag and ash?

1a Ores and concentrates? Headings 2601 to Pos. 2617

1b Slag and ash? ahead to 2

2 Slag or ash?

2a Slag? Heading 2618 and heading 2619

2b Ash? Heading 2620 and heading 2621

Table 2:  A more complex classifi cation key for Chapter 27

Chapter 27: Coal; briquettes, ovoids and similar solid fuels, manufactured from coal

Key for the classifi cation of  goods into chapter 27

Chapter 27 consists of  16 headings.

1 Solid fuels?

1a Coal, lignite, peat and coke Headings 2701 to 2704

1b Gaseous and solid fuels, electric energy, other 
products and asphalt ahead to 2

2 Gaseous fuels?

2a Coal gas, Water gas, producer gas, similar gases Heading 2705

2b Petroleum gases and other gaseous hydrocarbons Heading 2711

2c Liquid fuels, electric energy, other products and asphalt ahead to 3

3 Liquid fuels?

3a Tar, pitch, petroleum oils and oils from bituminous minerals Headings 2706 to 2710, 2713

3b Gaseous fuels, electric energy, other products and Asphalt ahead to 4

4 Electrical energy?

4a Electrical energy Heading 2716

4b other products and asphalt ahead to 5

5 Asphalt?

5a Bitumen and asphalt or bituminous mixtures Headings 2714 and 2715

5b Other products such as petroleum jelly, paraffi n wax, and 
residues Headings 2712 and 2713

Proposal for Change of General Rule 1
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Proposal for a change of GR 1

1The titles of  sections, chapters and sub-chapters 
and classifi cation keys in front of  chapters are pro-
vided for ease of  reference only; 2for legal purposes 
classifi cation shall be determined according to the 
terms of  the headings (which are collectively writ-
ten in front of  a chapter) and any relative section or 
chapter notes and, provided such headings or node 
do not otherwise require, according to the follow-
ing provisions.

III.  PROPOSAL FOR THE INTRODUCTION OF 
SIMPLE CLASSIFICATION KEYS IN FRONT 
OF CHAPTERS

A simple classifi cation key (as commonly in use in 
biological and life sciences for the classifi cation of  
animals or plants) that is placed in front all  chapters 
could be used for a simpler classifi cation of  good into 
the tariff  scheme. In Table 1, a simple example is 
shown for Chapter 26. A more complex classifi cation 
for Chapter 27 is shown in Table 2.

These examples show the underlying system. Other 
possibilities for classifi cation keys should be consid-
ered by a working party that could be established by 
the WCO, because it is the task of  the WCO to develop 
classifi cation keys for all chapters. 

IV.  PROPOSAL OF A BETTER INTERLINKAGE OF 
HEADINGS AND NOTES

Better interlinkage of  (sub)headings and (sub-
heading) notes could be introduced within the next 
reform of  the HS nomenclature in 2010 or 2011 in 
two ways:

– interlinkage in a written tariff  (with help of  
footnotes); and

– interlinkage in a tariff  database (with help of  links).

Table 3: Example of better interlinkage 

Example: Interlinkage of  the term of  heading 
0507 with note 3 of  Chapter 05

0507 Ivory,# tortoiseshell, whalebone 
and whalebone hair, horns, antlers, 
hooves, nails, claws and beaks, 
unworked or simply prepared but 
not cut to shape; powder and waste 
of  these products

#Note 3 to Chapter 05:

3. Throughout the nomenclature, 
elephant, hippopotamus, walrus, 
narwhal and wild boar tusks, 
rhinoceros horns and the teeth of  
animals regarded as ‘ivory’.

V. CONCLUSION

The GR 1 should be changed for better application 
of  the HS nomenclature and customs tariffs world-
wide by the introduction of  lists of  contents and 
simple classifi cation keys in front of  each and every 
chapter. Furthermore, better interlinkage of  notes 
and headings should be made:

(a)  A list of  contents of  all terms of  headings should 
be introduced in front of  all chapters (or sections) 
to receive a better overview of  all relevant terms 
for classifi cation. That would be a big advantage 
for printed tariffs however all electronic tariffs are 
displaying that way of  viewing already.

(b)  A simple classifi cation key (as is commonly in use 
in life sciences for the classifi cation of  animals and 
plants) for reference only should be  introduced at 
the beginning of  each and every chapter to sim-
plify the classifi cation of  goods.

(c)  Furthermore certain words in headings or sub-
headings which are determined or defi ned by help 
of  notes or subheading notes should be interlinked 
directly with these notes (with help of  footnotes 
or database links) in order to receive a better and 
overall application of  the tariff  scheme.

Changes for the presentation of  printed customs 
tariffs (e.g. the introduction of  lists of  contents in 
printed tariffs) could be performed immediately. The 
same applies for better interlinkage of  notes and head-
ings that could easily be determined in paper-based 
tariffs and tariff  databases by the placement of  notes 
in the terms of  headings or links to the relevant notes 
or subheading notes. These changes should be done 
as soon as possible (e.g., when the new customs tariff  
for the following year is published).

All far-reaching changes of  the GR 1 and the intro-
duction of  simple classifi cation keys for each and 
every chapter require a certain amount of  time for 
preliminary preparation and acceptance by the HS 
council and the WCO.

These bigger changes (change of  GR 1, production 
of  classifi cation keys for all chapters, interlinkage of  
notes and headings) should be implemented for the 
next revision of  the HS nomenclature, which is due in 
2010 or 2011.
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