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In the high-velocity world of international logistics, the Air Cargo Tariffs and Rules (TACT)  serves as the definitive 

global standard for pricing, regulations, and operational procedures. As the global supply chain becomes 

increasingly digitized, understanding the underlying mechanisms of air freight rates is no longer just a requirement 

for freight forwarders—it is a strategic necessity for shippers, carriers, and logistics managers. This technical 

analysis explores the intricate frameworks of air cargo tariffs, the mathematical models used for rate calculation, 

and the regulatory compliance standards established by the International Air Transport Association (IATA) .

The Theoretical Framework of Air Cargo Tariffs

At its core, a tariff in air cargo is a comprehensive schedule of rates, charges, and related rules for the 

transportation of goods by air. Unlike the volatile 'market rates' which fluctuate daily based on demand and 

capacity, the TACT manualprovides a standardized reference that ensures uniformity across the industry. The

primary objective of these tariffs is to create a predictable environment for international commerce, allowing

stakeholders to calculate costs with a high degree of precision.

The Role of IATA and TACT

The International Air Transport Association (IATA) represents approximately 330 airlines, comprising over 80% of

total air traffic. IATA's TACT solutions (available in manuals and online platforms) consolidate data from over 220

countries and territories. This database includes more than 5 million rates and covers the operational rules of

hundreds of carriers. For a logistics professional, TACT is the 'Single Source of Truth' regarding carrier-specific

regulations, airport handling requirements, and country-level trade restrictions.

Detailed Breakdown of Rate Categories

Air freight rates are not monolithic. They are categorized based on the nature of the cargo, the volume of the

shipment, and the relationship between the carrier and the agent. Understanding these classifications is essential

for optimizing logistics spend.

•  General Cargo Rates (GCR): These are the standard rates applicable to goods that do not require special 

handling. GCRs are often tiered based on weight breaks (e.g., -45kg, +45kg, +100kg, +300kg, +500kg, and 

+1000kg). The higher the weight, the lower the rate per kilogram.

•  Specific Commodity Rates (SCR): These are promotional rates designed for specific types of goods moving 

between specific points. They are typically lower than GCRs and are used to encourage high-volume shipping of 

items like textiles, electronics, or perishables.

•  Class Rates: These apply to specific categories of goods such as Live Animals (AVI), Valuables (VAL), or 

Human Remains (HUM). Class rates are usually expressed as a percentage surcharge or discount on the GCR.

•  Unit Load Device (ULD) Rates: These rates apply to shipments consolidated into standardized containers or 

pallets. ULD pricing offers a flat rate for the container up to a 'pivot weight,' providing significant cost savings for 

dense cargo.

Technical Mechanics of Freight Calculation



One of the most critical aspects of air cargo logistics is the calculation of Chargeable Weight. Because aircraft

capacity is limited by both weight and volume, carriers utilize a volumetric conversion factor to ensure they are

compensated fairly for bulky but light cargo.

The Chargeable Weight Formula

The industry standard for air freight is a 1:6 ratio, meaning 6,000 cubic centimeters is equivalent to 1 kilogram. The

step-by-step calculation procedure is as follows:

1.  Determine Actual Gross Weight: Weigh the shipment in kilograms.

2.  Calculate Volumetric (Dimensional) Weight: Multiply length × width × height (in centimeters) and divide by 

6,000.

3.  Compare: The higher of the two values becomes the Chargeable Weight.

Mathematical Comparison of Transport Modes

To illustrate the technical differences in how various modes of transport treat volume, consider the following table:



Transport Mode Standard Ratio Formula (Standard) Effect on Pricing

Air Freight 1:6 (L × W × H) / 6,000 High sensitivity to volume; 
favors dense goods.

Sea Freight (LCL) 1:1 1,000 kg per 1 CBM Volume-dominant pricing; 
weight is rarely the 
constraint.

Road Freight (EU) 1:3 (L × W × H) / 3,000 Moderate sensitivity; 
optimized for palletized 
goods.

Courier/Express 1:5 (L × W × H) / 5,000 Highest cost for volume; 
optimized for small parcels.

Sample Calculation Case Study

Consider a shipment of 10 boxes, each measuring 50cm × 40cm × 40cm, with a total actual weight of 100kg.

•  Total Volume: 10 × (50 × 40 × 40) = 800,000 cubic centimeters.

•  Volumetric Weight: 800,000 / 6,000 = 133.33 kg.

•  Result: Since 133.33 kg (Volumetric) &gt; 100 kg (Actual), the carrier will charge for 133.5 kg (rounded up to 

the nearest half-kg).

Air Cargo Documentation and Compliance

In the TACT framework, documentation is as vital as the physical cargo. The Air Waybill (AWB) is the most critical

document, serving as a contract of carriage, a receipt for goods, and a guide for handling and delivery.

Anatomy of the Air Waybill

An AWB contains a unique 11-digit number. The first 3 digits represent the IATA Airline Prefix(e.g., 016 for United

Airlines, 125 for British Airways), followed by an 8-digit serial number. Technical accuracy in the AWB is paramount;

errors in the "Nature and Quantity of Goods" section or the "Handling Information" can lead to significant delays,

fines, or safety incidents.

Compliance with Special Cargo Regulations

TACT provides the rules for shipments that fall outside 'General Cargo.' This includes:

•  Dangerous Goods (DG): Must comply with the IATA DGR (Dangerous Goods Regulations). Pricing includes a 

'DG Surcharge' to cover the cost of specialized handling and inspections.

•  Temperature-Controlled Goods: Requires compliance with the IATA PCR (Perishable Cargo Regulations) or 

TCR (Temperature Control Regulations) for pharmaceuticals.

•  Security Surcharges: Post-9/11, every shipment is subject to screening. The security surcharge covers X-ray, 

explosive trace detection, and physical inspections.

Field Guide: Step-by-Step Procedure for Tariff Application

For a logistics professional navigating the TACT ecosystem, the following operational workflow is recommended:

Phase 1: Classification and Coding

Identify the correct Harmonized System (HS) Codeand the corresponding IATA commodity code. Determine if the



cargo qualifies for a Specific Commodity Rate (SCR) which could offer up to 30% savings over General Cargo

Rates.

Phase 2: Route and Schedule Analysis

Consult the TACT Schedulesto identify the most efficient routing. Hub-and-spoke models (e.g., transshipping

through Dubai or Singapore) may offer lower rates but higher transit times compared to direct 'belly cargo' on

passenger flights.

Phase 3: Rate Quote and Ancillary Charges

When calculating the total 'all-in' rate, ensure the following surcharges are accounted for:

•  Fuel Surcharge (MYC): Fluctuates based on global oil prices.

•  Security Surcharge (SCC): Mandatory for all international movements.

•  Terminal Handling Charges (THC): Fees at the origin and destination airports for moving cargo from the 

warehouse to the aircraft.

•  Customs Clearance: Administrative fees for processing import/export entries.

Comparative Analysis: Manual vs. Digital TACT Solutions

The transition from the traditional 'Red Book' (the physical TACT manual) to TACT Online has revolutionized

logistics planning. The following table highlights the technical advantages of digital integration.



Feature Traditional TACT Manual TACT Online / API Integration

Update Frequency Quarterly (printed) Real-time / Instantaneous updates

Searchability Manual indexing (time-consuming) Global keyword and code search

Integration None; manual data entry required Direct API feed into TMS (Transport 
Management Systems)

Compliance Checks Requires cross-referencing multiple 
books

Automated compliance alerts based 
on destination

Rate Comparison Static published rates only Includes industry-wide 'Sectoral 
Rates' and net rates

Case Studies: Troubleshooting Operational Challenges

Failure Mode 1: The 'Dimensional Weight' Oversight

A manufacturer shipped lightweight insulation panels. The freight forwarder quoted based on actual weight (500kg). 

Upon arrival at the terminal, the carrier measured the volume, resulting in a chargeable weight of 1,200kg. The 

unexpected 140% increase in freight costs led to a loss on the sale. Solution:Implement automated volumetric

scanners at the warehouse level to capture precise dimensions before quoting.

Failure Mode 2: Incorrect Commodity Classification

A shipper labeled a consignment of lithium-ion batteries as 'General Electronic Parts' to avoid the DG surcharge. 

The cargo was rejected during X-ray screening, the shipper was blacklisted by the carrier, and a heavy fine was 

issued by the civil aviation authority. Solution:Always cross-reference the IATA TACT Dangerous Goods section

and ensure the AWB contains the correct 'Nature of Goods' declaration and hazard labels.

Broader Implications for Global Trade

The evolution of Air Cargo Tariffs and Rules is intrinsically linked to the growth of e-commerce and 'Just-In-Time' 

manufacturing. As consumer expectations for 24-hour delivery increase, the reliance on standardized TACT rules 

becomes even more critical. The digitalization of these tariffs through EDI (Electronic Data Interchange) and XML 

standards is paving the way for Autonomous Logistics, where AI-driven systems can instantly select the most

cost-effective and compliant route for any given shipment.

Understanding the nuances of TACT is not merely about calculating a price; it is about navigating a complex web of

international regulations, safety protocols, and economic variables. For the technical writer or logistics strategist,

mastering these concepts ensures that goods move across borders not only quickly but safely and cost-effectively.

As we look toward the future, the integration of blockchain technology for AWB verification and real-time tariff

adjustment will further refine the efficiency of the air cargo industry, reinforcing its position as the backbone of

global high-value trade.
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