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All you need to know about Australian 
Import Regulations As A New Importer 

1. Introduction 

1.1 Purpose of the Guide 

This guide is designed to assist first-time importers in Australia by providing detailed information 
on customs procedures, logistics management, relevant laws, and policies. It aims to explain 
the import process, ensuring that new importers can navigate the regulatory landscape 
efficiently and compliantly. 

1.2 Who Should Use This Guide 

This guide is intended for: 

●​ Entrepreneurs, Ecommerce brands and small business owners looking to import goods 
into Australia for the first time from an overseas market like China. 

●​ Individuals interested in understanding the import process and regulatory requirements. 
●​ Students and professionals seeking comprehensive knowledge about Australian import 

logistics and customs. 

1.3 Overview of the Importing Process in Australia 

Importing goods into Australia involves several steps, including understanding import 
regulations, obtaining necessary licenses, preparing documentation, managing logistics, and 
ensuring compliance with biosecurity and customs requirements. Successfully managing these 
steps is crucial to avoid delays, fines, and other legal complications. 

2. Understanding Australian Import Regulations 

2.1 Overview of Australian Customs and Border Protection 

Role of the Australian Border Force (ABF) 

The Australian Border Force (ABF) is the primary agency responsible for regulating and 
facilitating the flow of goods and people across Australia’s borders. The ABF enforces customs 
laws, ensures compliance with import regulations, and manages border security to prevent 
illegal imports. 



2.2 Import Control Framework 

Tariffs and Duties 

Tariffs are taxes imposed on imported goods, calculated based on the classification and value of 
the goods. Duties vary depending on the type of product, its origin, and the current trade 
agreements Australia has with other countries. Understanding the tariff rates applicable to your 
goods is essential for budgeting and pricing. 

Import Restrictions and Prohibitions 

Certain goods are restricted or prohibited from being imported into Australia to protect public 
health, safety, and the environment. These include weapons, counterfeit goods, hazardous 
materials, and specific agricultural products. It is crucial to verify whether your intended imports 
fall under these categories before proceeding. 

2.3 Classification of Goods 

Harmonized System (HS) Codes 

HS Codes are internationally standardized numbers used to classify traded products. Australia 
uses the HS system to determine tariffs, monitor trade statistics, and apply import regulations. 
Correct classification is vital to ensure accurate duty assessment and compliance with import 
restrictions. 

Determining Correct Classification 

To determine the correct HS Code for your goods: 

1.​ Identify the product's primary material and use. 
2.​ Refer to the Australian Customs Tariff Schedule. 
3.​ Consult with customs brokers or the ABF if uncertain. 

Misclassification can lead to incorrect duty payments, delays, and penalties. 

3. Documents required - Import Licensing and Permits 

3.1 When is an Import permit Required? 

Australia does not require an import license from importers, however,  a permit is required for 
certain goods that pose risks to public health, safety, or national security.  

Examples include pharmaceuticals, firearms, and certain chemicals. It is essential to check if 
your product requires a permit before importing. 

https://www.abf.gov.au/importing-exporting-and-manufacturing/tariff-classification
https://export.business.gov.au/get-started-with-exporting/harmonized-system-codes#where-to-find-hs-codes
https://ftaportal.dfat.gov.au/help/hs-code


 The required documentations to clear customs are: 

●​ A completed Customs Entry or Informal Clearance Document (ICD) 

●​ An air waybill (AWB) or bill of lading (BLAD) 

●​ Other supporting documents including invoices of the import  

You will also need to declare your import through an import declaration. The main purpose 

of this declaration is to collect details about the importer, how the goods are transported, the 

tariff classification, and the customs value.  

Depending on these factors, you may need to file one of these three declarations: 

●​ An Import Declaration (N10 Form) – for items with a value greater than AU$1,000. 

●​ A Self-Assessed Clearance (SAC) declaration – for air-freighted or shipped items 

that have a value of less than AU$1,000. 

●​ A Warehouse Declaration (N20) – for items stored in warehouses before clearing 

customs (valued more than AU$1,000). 

3.2 Obtaining Necessary Permits 

Controlled Goods 

Controlled goods are items subject to specific import conditions, such as firearms, explosives, 
and certain chemicals. Importers must apply for permits through the relevant Australian 
authorities, ensuring that they meet all regulatory requirements. 

Biosecurity Requirements 

Goods of plant or animal origin may require permits to prevent biosecurity risks. This includes 
fresh produce, timber, and live animals. Importers must comply with the Department of 
Agriculture, Fisheries and Forestry (DAFF) regulations and obtain necessary biosecurity 
clearances. 

You can find out more about bio security import conditions in Australia at BICON website. 

3.3 Compliance with Import Licensing Conditions 

https://www.abf.gov.au/imports/Pages/How-to-import/Import-declarations.aspx#:~:text=Declarations%C2%A0for%20imported%20goods%20are%3A
https://www.abf.gov.au/imports/Pages/How-to-import/Import-declarations.aspx#:~:text=Warehouse%20Declarations%20(N20)-,Import%20Declaration%20(N10),-You%20must%20complete
https://www.abf.gov.au/imports/Pages/How-to-import/Import-declarations.aspx#:~:text=an%20Import%20Declaration.-,Self%2DAssessed%20Clearance%20(SAC)%20Declaration,-You%20must%20lodge
https://www.abf.gov.au/imports/Pages/How-to-import/Import-declarations.aspx#:~:text=format%20SAC%20Declaration.-,Warehouse%20Declaration%20(N20),-You%20need%20to
https://www.agriculture.gov.au/biosecurity-trade/import/online-services/bicon/fees-import-permits
https://bicon.agriculture.gov.au/BiconWeb4.0


Once a license is granted, importers must adhere to all conditions specified, such as quantity 
limits, storage requirements, and documentation standards. Non-compliance can result in 
license suspension or revocation, fines, and legal action. 

4. Customs Documentation and Procedures 

4.1 Essential Import Documentation 

Commercial Invoice 

A detailed invoice from the supplier listing the goods, their value, and terms of sale. It is used to 
assess duties and taxes. 

Bill of Lading/Airway Bill 

A transport document issued by the carrier, confirming receipt of goods and outlining the terms 
of transportation. 

Packing List 

Provides information about the contents, packaging, and weight of each shipment, aiding in 
customs inspections. 

Certificate of Origin 

A document certifying the country where the goods were manufactured, which can affect tariff 
rates and eligibility for trade agreements. 

4.2 Electronic Lodgment System (ENS) 

How to Use ENS 

The Cargo Online Lodgment System (COLS)  is Australia's online platform for submitting 
customs declarations. Importers or their agents must create an account, input shipment details, 
and upload necessary documentation electronically. 

There might be other relevant submission portals for your particular goods. 

4.3 Australian Customs Clearance Process 

Step-by-Step Clearance 

1.​ Prepare and submit necessary documentation via ENS or COLS. 
2.​ ABF reviews the submission for compliance. 
3.​ Payment of applicable duties and taxes. 

https://online.agriculture.gov.au/cols/;jsessionid=5hm928iFti-VfThOl0KOdKgo9oE2OWFFlRgPr7-12wqU_VydWJqn!863532788!1661381134


4.​ Inspection of goods if required. 
5.​ Release of goods for entry into Australia. 

Common Delays and How to Avoid Them 

●​ Incomplete or inaccurate documentation: Ensure all forms are correctly filled and 
documents are complete. 

●​ Incorrect HS classification: Verify the correct HS Code for your goods. 
●​ Payment delays: Ensure timely payment of duties and taxes to avoid holds. 
●​ Random inspections: While unavoidable, proper documentation can expedite 

inspections. 

5. Calculating Tariffs, Taxes, and Duties 

5.1 Understanding Import Duties 

Calculation Methods 

Import duties are typically calculated based on the cost of the goods, insurance, and freight 
(CIF) value. The formula is: 

 𝐷𝑢𝑡𝑦 = 𝐶𝐼𝐹 𝑉𝑎𝑙𝑢𝑒 × 𝐷𝑢𝑡𝑦 𝑅𝑎𝑡𝑒

Break Down of the equation: 

CIF Value 

CIF stands for Cost, Insurance, and Freight. 

Components: 

●​ Cost: The actual price of the goods as stated on the commercial invoice. 
●​ Insurance: The cost of insuring the goods during transit against loss or damage. 
●​ Freight: The cost of transporting the goods from the seller's location to the Australian 

port of entry. 

Calculation of CIF Value:  

 𝐶𝐼𝐹 𝑉𝑎𝑙𝑢𝑒 =  𝐶𝑜𝑠𝑡 𝑜𝑓 𝐺𝑜𝑜𝑑𝑠 + 𝐼𝑛𝑠𝑢𝑟𝑎𝑛𝑐𝑒 + 𝐹𝑟𝑒𝑖𝑔ℎ𝑡

​
Example: If you're importing electronics with a cost of AUD 10,000, insurance costing AUD 500, 
and freight costing AUD 1,500, the CIF Value would be:  

 𝐶𝐼𝐹 𝑉𝑎𝑙𝑢𝑒 =  10, 000 + 500 +  1, 500 



 𝐶𝐼𝐹 𝑉𝑎𝑙𝑢𝑒 =  $12, 000 𝐴𝑈𝐷

Duty Rate 

●​ Definition: The percentage rate applied to the CIF Value to determine the amount of 
duty payable. 

●​ Determination Factors: 
○​ HS Code Classification: Each product is assigned a specific Harmonized 

System (HS) Code, which dictates the applicable duty rate. 
○​ Trade Agreements: Australia has various free trade agreements (FTAs) that 

may reduce or eliminate duty rates for certain goods from specific countries. 
●​ Example: Suppose the duty rate for the imported electronics (based on their HS Code) 

is 5%. 

Applying the Equation: Step-by-Step Example 

Let's use the earlier example to calculate the duty: 

1.​ Determine CIF Value: ​
​

​𝐶𝐼𝐹 𝑉𝑎𝑙𝑢𝑒 = 𝐴𝑈𝐷 10, 000(𝐶𝑜𝑠𝑡) + 𝐴𝑈𝐷 500(𝐼𝑛𝑠𝑢𝑟𝑎𝑛𝑐𝑒) + 𝐴𝑈𝐷 1, 500(𝐹𝑟𝑒𝑖𝑔ℎ𝑡)
​𝐶𝐼𝐹 𝑉𝑎𝑙𝑢𝑒 = 𝐴𝑈𝐷 12, 000

 
2.​ Identify Duty Rate:​

HS Code Classification: Electronics have an HS Code that attracts a 5% duty rate in 
Australia.​
 

3.​ Calculate Duty:​
​

​𝐷𝑢𝑡𝑦 =  𝐶𝐼𝐹 𝑉𝑎𝑙𝑢𝑒×𝐷𝑢𝑡𝑦 𝑅𝑎𝑡𝑒
​𝐷𝑢𝑡𝑦 =  𝐴𝑈𝐷 12, 000×5%

​𝐷𝑢𝑡𝑦 =  𝐴𝑈𝐷 600
​
Result: You would owe AUD 600 in import duty for these electronics. 

 

Duty Rates for Common Goods 

Duty rates vary widely depending on the product category. For example: 

●​ Textiles: 5-10% 
●​ Electronics: 0-5% 
●​ Automobiles: 5-10% 



Refer to the Australian Customs Tariff for specific rates. 

5.2 Goods and Services Tax (GST) 

Applicability and Calculation 

GST is a 10% tax applied to most goods and services sold or consumed in Australia, including 
imported goods. It is calculated on the total value of the goods plus duty and any other 
applicable taxes. 

 𝐺𝑆𝑇 =  (𝐶𝐼𝐹 𝑉𝑎𝑙𝑢𝑒 +  𝐷𝑢𝑡𝑦) × 10%

5.3 Additional Taxes and Levies 

Excise Duties 

Applicable to specific goods like alcohol, tobacco, and fuel. These duties are in addition to 
import tariffs and GST. 

Environmental Taxes 

Certain products may be subject to environmental levies, such as packaging disposal fees or 
carbon taxes. 

6. Biosecurity Requirements 

6.1 Importance of Biosecurity in Australia 

Australia’s strict biosecurity measures aim to protect its unique ecosystems, agriculture, and 
public health from invasive species and diseases. Non-compliance can lead to severe penalties 
and environmental damage. 

6.2 Prohibited and Restricted Goods 

Plant and Animal Products 

Includes fresh produce, seeds, live animals, and any items of biological origin. These require 
inspections and permits to prevent the introduction of pests and diseases. 

Hazardous Materials 

Includes chemicals, pesticides, and other hazardous substances. These require proper labeling, 
documentation, and compliance with safety standards. 

6.3 Biosecurity Clearance Procedures 

https://www.abf.gov.au/importing-exporting-and-manufacturing/tariff-classification/current-tariff
https://www.ato.gov.au/businesses-and-organisations/gst-excise-and-indirect-taxes/excise-equivalent-goods-imports
https://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/Products/27B3E07BC206F96ECA257AD2000E4DF6?opendocument


Inspections and Certifications 

Goods may be subject to physical inspections by biosecurity officers. Importers must provide 
necessary certifications, such as phytosanitary certificates for plant products, to facilitate 
clearance. 

7. Import Compliance and Legal Obligations 

7.1 Australian Import Laws 

Key Legislation Overview 

●​ Customs Act 1901: Governs the import and export of goods. 
●​ Biosecurity Act 2015: Regulates the importation of goods to protect against biosecurity 

risks. 
●​ Trade Practices Act 1974: Ensures fair trading and competition. 

7.2 Penalties for Non-Compliance 

Fines and Seizures 

Non-compliance can result in substantial fines, seizure of goods, and legal action against the 
importer. 

Legal Consequences 

Serious breaches may lead to criminal charges, business license revocation, and reputational 
damage. 

7.3 Record-Keeping Requirements 

Duration and Types of Records 

Importers must retain all import-related documents for at least five years, including invoices, bills 
of lading, and customs declarations. 

Best Practices for Documentation 

●​ Organize documents systematically. 
●​ Use digital record-keeping systems for easy access and backup. 
●​ Regularly audit records to ensure completeness and accuracy. 

8. Logistics and Supply Chain Management 

https://www.austlii.edu.au/cgi-bin/viewdb/au/legis/cth/consol_act/ca1901124/
https://www.legislation.gov.au/C2015A00061/2020-03-25/text
https://www.austlii.edu.au/cgi-bin/viewdb/au/legis/cth/num_act/tpa1974149/


8.1 Choosing the Right Shipping Method 

Air Freight vs. Sea Freight vs. Road Transport 

●​ Air Freight: Faster but more expensive; suitable for high-value or time-sensitive goods. 
●​ Sea Freight: Cost-effective for large or bulky shipments; slower transit times. 
●​ Road Transport: Ideal for domestic distribution post-import; flexible routing options. 

8.2 Incoterms Explained 

Commonly Used Incoterms in Australia 

●​ FOB (Free on Board): Seller covers costs until goods are loaded onto the vessel. 
●​ CIF (Cost, Insurance, and Freight): Seller pays for cost, insurance, and freight to the 

destination port. 
●​ DAP (Delivered at Place): Seller is responsible for delivering goods to a specified 

location in Australia. 

Responsibilities Under Each Term 

Understanding Incoterms clarifies the division of costs and responsibilities between buyers and 
sellers, reducing misunderstandings and potential disputes. 

8.3 Managing Shipping Costs 

Freight Forwarders vs. Direct Shipping 

●​ Freight Forwarders: Offer comprehensive shipping services, including handling 
documentation, customs clearance, and logistics coordination. 

●​ Direct Shipping: Importers manage shipping arrangements independently, potentially 
reducing costs but requiring more expertise. 

Cost-Saving Strategies 

●​ Consolidate shipments to reduce per-unit shipping costs. 
●​ Negotiate bulk rates with carriers. 
●​ Choose cost-effective shipping routes and methods. 

9. Warehousing and Distribution in Australia 

9.1 Options for Warehousing 

Third-Party Logistics (3PL) Providers 



3PLs offer warehousing, inventory management, and distribution services, allowing importers to 
outsource logistics functions and focus on core business activities. 

Self-Managed Warehousing 

Importers with sufficient resources may opt to manage their own warehouses, providing greater 
control over storage and handling but requiring significant investment. 

9.2 Distribution Channels 

Domestic Transport Networks 

Australia's extensive road and rail networks facilitate the distribution of goods across the 
country. Understanding regional transportation options can optimize delivery efficiency. 

Last-Mile Delivery Considerations 

Efficient last-mile delivery is crucial for customer satisfaction. Partnering with reliable local 
delivery services can enhance distribution effectiveness. 

10. Insurance and Risk Management 

10.1 Importance of Import Insurance 
Importing goods to any country including Australia does involve a lengthy supply chain and 
logistics process which naturally exposes your goods to some risk. ​
It is your job to proactively mitigate that risk by having the appropriate insurances in place. 

Types of Coverage Available 

●​ Marine Insurance: Covers loss or damage during sea transport. 
●​ Air Freight Insurance: Protects against risks associated with air transportation. 
●​ All-Risk Insurance: Comprehensive coverage for various transit-related risks. 

10.2 Managing Import Risks 

Identifying Potential Risks 

●​ Damage or loss during transit. 
●​ Delays due to customs or logistical issues. 
●​ Currency fluctuations affecting costs. 

Mitigation Strategies 

●​ Purchase appropriate insurance coverage. 



●​ Choose reliable carriers and logistics partners who can cover your losses or have good 
quality checks and processes. 

●​ Implement inventory management systems. 

11. Navigating Customs Brokers and Freight Forwarders 

11.1 Role of Customs Brokers 

Customs brokers act as intermediaries between importers and the ABF, handling customs 
declarations, ensuring compliance with regulations, and facilitating smooth clearance of goods. 

11.2 Selecting a Reliable Freight Forwarder 

Key Considerations 

●​ Experience and expertise in your industry. 
●​ Comprehensive service offerings. 
●​ Reputation and customer reviews. 
●​ Cost-effectiveness and transparency. 

Questions to Ask Potential Partners 

●​ What services do you offer? 
●​ How do you handle customs clearance? 
●​ Can you provide references from similar clients? 
●​ What are your fees and payment terms? 

11.3 Cost vs. Benefit Analysis For Using Brokers and Freight Forwarders 

Evaluate the benefits of using brokers and forwarders against their costs. While they add to 
expenses, their expertise can save time, prevent costly mistakes, and ensure compliance, 
potentially offering significant value. 

12. Handling Disputes and Appeals 

12.1 Common Import Disputes 

Classification Challenges 

Disagreements over HS Codes can lead to incorrect duty assessments and delays. 

Duty Assessment Issues 



Incorrect calculations or disputes over the value of goods can result in unexpected costs and 
legal complications. 

12.2 Resolving Disputes with Customs 

Appeal Processes 

Importers can appeal ABF decisions through the Administrative Appeals Tribunal (AAT). The 
process involves submitting a written application outlining the grounds for appeal. 

Mediation and Legal Recourse 

In cases where appeals are unsuccessful, importers may seek mediation or legal action to 
resolve disputes, though this can be time-consuming and costly. 

13. Staying Updated with Changes in Regulations 

13.1 Monitoring Regulatory Changes 

Government Resources and Alerts 

●​ Australian Border Force (ABF) Website: Regular updates on customs regulations. 
●​ Department of Agriculture, Fisheries and Forestry (DAFF): Biosecurity and import 

requirements. 
●​ Austrade: Information on trade agreements and tariff changes. 

13.2 Adapting to Policy Shifts 

Flexible Business Practices 

Develop adaptable business strategies that can quickly respond to regulatory changes, such as 
diversifying suppliers or adjusting logistics plans. 

13.3 Continuous Learning and Training 

Invest in ongoing education for yourself and your team to stay informed about the latest import 
regulations, compliance requirements, and best practices. 

14. Resources and Additional Information 

14.1 Government Agencies and Contacts 

Australian Border Force (ABF) 

https://www.art.gov.au/


●​ Website: ABF Official Site 
●​ Contact: 131 881 (within Australia) 

Department of Agriculture, Fisheries and Forestry (DAFF) 

●​ Website: DAFF Official Site 

14.2 Useful Websites and Online Tools 

Australian Customs Tariff 

●​ Link: Australian Tariff Finder 

Import Data Resources 

●​ Link: ABS International Trade Data 

14.3 Glossary of Import Terms 

●​ HS Code: Harmonized System Code used for classifying goods. 
●​ CIF Value: Cost, Insurance, and Freight value of goods. 
●​ Incoterms: International commercial terms defining responsibilities of buyers and 

sellers. 

 

Checklist for First-Time Importers 

1.​ Determine if your goods require an import license or permit. 
2.​ Classify your goods using the correct HS Code. 
3.​ Calculate applicable duties and taxes. 
4.​ Prepare and organize all necessary documentation. 
5.​ Choose a reliable shipping method and logistics partner. 
6.​ Ensure compliance with biosecurity requirements. 
7.​ Submit declarations via the Electronic Lodgment System (ENS). 
8.​ Arrange for insurance coverage for your shipment. 
9.​ Monitor the shipment and address any customs inquiries promptly. 
10.​Maintain accurate records for at least five years. 
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Contact Information for Relevant Authorities 

●​ Australian Border Force (ABF): 
○​ Phone: 131 881 
○​ Email: info@abf.gov.au 

●​ Department of Agriculture, Fisheries and Forestry (DAFF): 
○​ Phone: 1800 083 881 
○​ Email: info@awe.gov.au 

●​ Austrade (Australian Trade and Investment Commission): 
○​ Website: Austrade Contact 

​
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