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The global life sciences industry stands at the forefront of innovation and technological
development. The increased rate at which novel products are developed and commercialized,
however, raises concerns about their efficient regulation and taxation. It is crucial that
regulatory regimes remain receptive to these changes so as to not stunt growth and discourage
investors. The ongoing review of the Harmonized Commodity Description and Coding
System (Harmonized System or HS) is one such opportunity for life science companies to act
and protect their interests.
The HS is the common language of world trade. It establishes a global uniform framework of
classification that facilitates the trade in goods, especially import and export. The
classification of goods is also important because it determines the applicable import duty rate.
Through regular updates, the HS accommodates technological developments and changes in
trade patterns. The updates follow suggestions from states and national organizations. 1
That is not to say, however, that the HS is perfect. Many stakeholders have challenged the HS
regime, given its complexity and inability to keep up with the pace of advancement and
development in global commerce. An important example of such difficulties lies in the
growth of the biotechnology industry. When the HS was developed in the 1980s,
biotechnology was a mere developing field of research, not the globalizing industry branch
with trade volumes in the billions of U.S. dollars it is today. 2 The HS, however, has, as of
now, failed to accommodate such changes. The identification and classification of
biotechnology items remains unspecific and ambiguous, with companies using various codes
for the same items of equipment. 3 Cell therapy products, for instance, a market expected to
grow to US$8.21 billion by 2025, 4 still do not benefit from a clear and uniform
classification. 5 Biotechnology companies operate amid uncertainty and rapid change,
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adhering to ever shorter innovation cycles to beat out global competition. 6 The relatively long
HS review cycles and limited mechanisms for private sector engagement are inadequate in
effectively transposing this surge of innovation and technological advancement into the HS. 7
Other life science companies are facing comparable challenges.
Some concerns have recently been brought up during the World Customs Organization
Conference on the future direction of the HS, which took place in May of this year. The
conference aimed to identify the problems of the system and brainstorm on how to better suit
the realities of 21st century world trade. A central tenet to the conference was a focus on the
views, experience and proposals of different stakeholders. The consultation process with the
private sector is ongoing. This represents a unique opportunity for life sciences companies to
engage and promote the efficient and uniform classification of their products.
This is the moment to evaluate the language used for the description of particular goods,
review the adequacy of the interpretations endorsed in the explanatory notes and identify any
discrepancies in the application of tariff lines to biotechnology and pharmaceutical products.
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