
Based on research by the Global Governance Centre and the Forum on Trade, Environment and SDGs (TESS) at the Geneva Graduate Institute as part of the Sustainable Manufacturing and Environmental Pollution (SMEP) Programme. This Factsheet has not been formally edited.
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– New HS six-digit subheadings can be created if member 
countries of the WCO agree. The time from review and approval 
to final implementation is long – usually more than five years.
– In the immediate term, countries can decide to create specific 
national tariff lines at a more detailed specification (8, 10 or 12 
digits) that can capture specific feedstocks and end-use 
products. Although codes and tariff-line descriptions may vary 
from country to country and collection of global trade flow 
statistics may not be possible, export and import figures can 

nevertheless be tracked at the national level. Import duty conces-
sions on these products can also be facilitated at customs.

The Harmonized Commodity Description and Coding System – 
generally referred to as the Harmonized System or simply the HS 
– is a multipurpose international product nomenclature develo-
ped by the World Customs Organization (WCO). The HS compri-
ses more than 5,000 commodity groups, each identified by a 
six-digit code, arranged in a legal and logical structure and 
supported by well-defined rules to achieve uniform classification. 
More than 200 countries and economies use the HS as a basis 
for their customs tariffs and for the collection of international 

trade statistics. More than 98 % of the merchandise in internatio-
nal trade is classified in terms of the HS. The system is also used 
extensively by governments, international organizations and the 
private sector for many other purposes such as internal taxes, 
trade policies, monitoring of controlled goods, rules of origin, 
freight tariffs, transport statistics, price monitoring, quota 
controls, compilation of national accounts, and economic 
research and analysis.

The table beside presents an illustrative list of substitute products 
for single-use plastics as well as the relevant feedstocks, used in 
their manufacture, together with the corresponding HS codes and 
product descriptions at the six-digit level. A number of observa-
tions can be made from a review of this list.

– The level of precision of the HS varies widely with regard to the 
type of raw material (feedstock) as well as the end-use product 
being considered. In general, the problem of precise identification 
is more of an issue for end-use products.

– In a select number of cases plastic substitute feedstocks and 
end-use products are relatively easy to identify; e.g. natural fibres 
such as jute and sisal have their own specific HS code at the 
six-digit level as do end-use products such as jute fabric and bags 
and sisal rope.

– No distinct HS six-digit subheading exist for feedstocks such 
as banana or areca leaves or for end-use products made of such 
materials. In such a scenario, the code that provides the closest 
match would need to be considered for any analysis of trade 
flows. For banana and areca leaves, for example, this would be 
HS 1410.90 (“Other vegetable materials of a kind used primarily 
for plaiting” – for example, bamboos, rattans, reeds, rushes, 
osier, raffia, cleaned, bleached or dyed cereal straw, and lime 
bark). Similarly, for takeaway containers made from such leaves 
the subheading HS 4602.19 (“Basketwork, wickerwork and 
other articles, made directly to shape from plaiting materials or 
made up from goods of heading 4601; articles of loofah; Of 

other vegetable materials”) appears most appropriate. Given the 
broad range of materials and end-use products included under 
these HS subheadings, it is difficult to precisely track trade flows 
for all materials and products.

– In certain cases, it may be difficult to assign a specific HS six-di-
git code based on the subheading description alone. For example, 
aluminium bottles could be classified under three different subhea-
dings:

7612.90 Aluminium casks, drums, cans, boxes and similar 
containers (including rigid or collapsible tubular containers), for 
any material (other than compressed or liquefied gas), of a 
capacity not exceeding 300 litres, whether or not lined or 
heat-insulated, but not fitted with mechanical or thermal equip-
ment; Other 

7615.10 Table, kitchen or other household articles and parts 
thereof; pot scourers and scouring or polishing pads, gloves 
and the like; Of aluminium

71616.99 Other articles of aluminium

In all three cases the HS subheading is fairly broad, so global trade 
flows specific to aluminium bottles would be difficult to capture.

CATEGORY FEEDSTOCK CODE (2017) DESCRIPTION
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FOOD 
CONTAINERS AND 
SINGLE-USE 
ACCESSORIES
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GROCERY 
BAGS/PACKAGING
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LIQUID CONTAINERS
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