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THIS BOOK IS THE FIFTH volume in the International Trade and Transport Law Library, published under the John Gates Books imprint. The series provides practitioners, entrepreneurs, and students with authoritative, experience-based guidance on the legal, commercial, and practical dimensions of moving goods across international borders.
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Foreword: The Checkpoint You Cannot Avoid
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EVERY CARGO CROSSES a border. Every border has a customs authority. And every customs authority has the power to stop your goods, examine them, reclassify them, seize them, or send them back.

In all my years as an international trade and transport lawyer, I have sat across the desk from traders who had a customs problem. Not because customs is particularly treacherous — it is not, for the well-prepared trader — but because it is consistently underestimated. People who would spend weeks negotiating the price of a cargo, and months selecting the right freight forwarder, would give customs perhaps thirty minutes of attention. Then something would go wrong.

Goods seized at the border because of a missing permit. A duty assessment covering three years of imports because the HS code had been wrong from the beginning. A free trade agreement preference claimed incorrectly because the rules of origin had not been checked. An anti-dumping duty applied retrospectively because the trader had not known to check whether the measure existed. A biosecurity detention because the packaging material had not been treated as required.

None of these outcomes was the result of dishonesty. They were the result of not knowing what the trader needed to know. They were, in the most precise sense of the phrase:

“You don’t know what you don’t know.”

This book is designed to change that. It is a plain-language guide to the customs system as it applies to Australian traders — importing and exporting, by sea and by air, across all the major trade lanes. It explains how the system works, what the authorities are looking for, what your obligations are, and how to meet them without overpaying, undervaluing, or misclassifying a single line of your cargo.

It is not a legal textbook. It does not reproduce the legislation or provide statutory interpretation of every provision. It is a practical guide for people who need to understand the system well enough to navigate it correctly, and to know when they need specialist help to go further.

Read it before your next shipment. The checkpoint cannot be avoided. But it can absolutely be prepared for.

John Gates

Brisbane, Queensland, Australia, 2026
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A Note on This Book
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THIS BOOK PROVIDES general guidance on customs, tariffs, and trade compliance for traders, importers, exporters, and business owners involved in international commerce. It is not legal advice. Customs laws, tariff rates, biosecurity requirements, free trade agreement rules, and anti-dumping measures change frequently, sometimes without notice. Always verify current requirements with the Australian Border Force, the Department of Agriculture, Fisheries and Forestry, the Anti-Dumping Commission, or other relevant authorities before making any import or export decision.

The anecdotes in this book are drawn from real experience in legal practice. Some details have been changed to protect commercial confidences. They are included because nothing illustrates an abstract principle as effectively as a real case with real consequences.

“You don’t know what you don’t know.”
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Understanding the System

What customs is, how it works, and who runs it
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What Customs Is and Why It Exists
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CUSTOMS IS ONE OF THE oldest instruments of government. Long before there were income taxes, corporations, or welfare states, governments were taxing trade. The ancient Romans levied portoria — harbour duties — on goods entering their ports. The English Crown funded wars through customs revenue. The American Revolution was, in significant part, a dispute about customs duties and the right of a distant government to impose them.

Australian Federation was, among many other things, about abolition of customs posts at the state borders. The earliest editions of the Commonwealth Law Reports from 1901, feature customs cases involving the states (the former dominions).

The modern customs system has evolved far beyond its origins as a revenue mechanism. It remains, in part, a tax collection system — import duties are a source of government revenue in most countries. But it is also, and increasingly, a border protection system: the mechanism through which governments control what crosses their borders, enforce trade policy, protect domestic industries, and intercept prohibited goods.

Understanding both functions is essential for any trader, because they generate different obligations, different risks, and different consequences when things go wrong.
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