
PROCUREMENT GLOSSARY

Air Waybill (AWB): The Air Waybill in
International Procurement Logistics
The Air Waybill (AWB) is the accompanying transport document for air freight shipments and

simultaneously serves as the consignment note, receipt confirmation and basis for billing. For

buyers and supply chain managers, it is a central document when pre-products, spare parts or

finished components are procured by air freight. A correctly issued AWB secures the audit

trail, accelerates customs clearance and avoids costly delays at the interfaces between

supplier, freight forwarder and customs.
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Key facts at a glance

01 The AWB is not a document of title to the goods and not a transferable bill of lading, but

purely a transport and consignment note.

02 It is typically issued in three originals and several copies: for the shipper, for the

consignee and for the operating airline.

03 The eleven-digit AWB number enables end-to-end shipment tracking along the entire

transport chain.

04 House Air Waybills (HAWB) issued by freight forwarders and Master Air Waybills

(MAWB) issued by airlines differ in issuer and billing function.

05 Errors in the AWB, for example in customs or dangerous goods details, are among the

most common causes of delays and additional costs in air freight in practice.

06 IATA standardises the format and defines the mandatory details of the air waybill.

Definition: Air Waybill (AWB)

The Air Waybill is the international document of carriage for air freight shipments. It confirms the

conclusion of the contract of carriage, documents the acceptance of the goods by the carrier and

contains all essential details on shipper, consignee, cargo and billing.
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Legal classification

Legally, the AWB is frequently based on the Warsaw Convention Rules or the Montreal Conventions,

supplemented by the terms and conditions of carriage of the respective airline. Unlike the ocean bill of

lading, the AWB is not a document of title: the goods are delivered to the named consignee, and

transfer by endorsement is not provided for. For buyers, this means that control and disposition rights

are regulated differently than in ocean transport. Whether specific liability limits and jurisdictions apply

in individual cases should be reviewed contractually and, where necessary, legally.

MAWB and HAWB

In practice, two document levels are distinguished. The Master Air Waybill (MAWB) is issued by the

operating airline and names it as the contracting party. The House Air Waybill (HAWB) is issued by the

air freight forwarder, who acts as the carrier towards their customer. When several shipments are

combined into a consolidation, the MAWB groups several HAWBs together. Buyers should check who

holds document control, especially with delivery terms such as DDP or DAP.

Distinction from other transport documents

Compared with the CMR (road freight transport), the Bill of Lading (ocean freight) and the rail

consignment note, the AWB differs primarily in mode of transport, document character and liability

regime. In multimodal chains with air pre-carriage or on-carriage, additional documents arise that must

be consolidated in shipment tracking. Those combining air express freight with upstream consolidation

in ocean freight should clarify document flows and responsibilities in a binding manner as part of

supplier onboarding.

Structure and mandatory details of the AWB

IATA defines a uniform format with clearly numbered fields. For buyers, it is worth looking at the details

that directly influence customs clearance, liability and billing.

Core fields and AWB number

The AWB number consists of eleven digits: a three-digit airline code, a seven-digit serial number and a

check digit. Other core fields are shipper and consignee with addresses, airports of departure and

destination, handling marks, number and type of packages, gross and chargeable weight, volume and

the chargeable weight. In addition come the nature of goods, the customs value, currency and the

Incoterms-related freight payment notation.

IATA airport codes (e.g. FRA, PVG) instead of place names

Chargeable weight: comparison of gross weight and volumetric weight

Specification of whether freight is to be paid prepaid or collect

Customs- and security-relevant details

Decisive for import clearance are the goods description, customs tariff number (HS code), origin,
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goods value and currency. Vague descriptions such as "spare parts" frequently lead to queries from

customs authorities in practice and delay release. For the transport of dangerous goods, dangerous

goods details and the Shipper's Declaration are added. Security details relating to the known cargo

chain (Regulated Agent / Known Consignor) are also documented in connection with it. Errors here

have a direct impact on process costs and the safety time buffers in schedule planning.

Carriage notations and freight costs

The AWB documents booked flights, transfer points, acceptance and handover times as well as the

calculated freight including surcharges such as security or fuel surcharges. As air freight rates fluctuate

to some extent, supplementary agreements such as an exchange rate clause for freight billing in

foreign currency may be relevant. Buyers use the documented costs later for the plan-actual price

comparison and for evaluating transport service providers.

Air Waybill in the procurement process: methods and approach

The AWB is not an isolated freight forwarding topic, but touches on Incoterms agreements, schedule

reliability and procurement document flows. Systematic requirements reduce error rates and handling

costs.

Anchoring in delivery contracts and Incoterms

The chosen Incoterm determines who organises freight and documents. With EXW, the buyer manages

the entire transport and needs AWB data early for customs and advance clarification; with DDP, the

supplier delivers including customs clearance. Buyers should make binding provisions in the delivery

terms specifying which AWB details must be provided in advance (pre-alert), in what quality and at

what point in time. This is part of a well-organised procurement function with clear interfaces to logistics

and customs.

Document quality and verification steps

A proven approach is a checklist for AWB verification before first issue: consignee address and

importer record, HS codes, goods values, dangerous goods details and scheduled flights.

Inconsistencies between the AWB, commercial invoice and packing list are a common cause of

customs revisions. For business models with a high share of air freight, a process audit at the supplier

is worthwhile, in the sense of a structured supplier energy audit extended to logistics and

documentation processes.

Digitalisation of AWB processes

With the IATA e-AWB standard, the paper waybill is increasingly being replaced by electronic data

exchange processes. For buyers, this means: shipment data flows into ERP and transport management

systems earlier and in a more structured way, and shipment tracking becomes data-based rather than

telephone-based. However, the integration requires defined interfaces and data quality on the supplier

side, which should already be checked during supplier onboarding.
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Key KPIs around the Air Waybill

AWB-related KPIs make document quality, transport performance and costs manageable. They

combine well with supplier KPIs and can be used in procurement benchmarking.

Quality and schedule KPIs

Key performance indicators are the proportion of correctly issued AWBs upon initial issue, the number

of customs queries or corrections per 100 shipments, and schedule reliability from booked departure

versus actual arrival. These values are suitable as a basis for supplier classification and targeted

development measures, for example in a supplier development workshop with a logistics focus.

AWB data quality: proportion of error-free documents, typically a target of > 98%

Customs hold rate: shipments with customs queries, benchmark below 5%

Transit Time Achievement: actual versus target transit time

Cost and process KPIs

On the cost side, freight costs per kilogram of chargeable weight, the volume of additional charges

(such as storage or correction fees) and document costs per shipment are relevant. Process costs of

one's own dispatching can be reduced by standardising AWB templates and clear data requirements.

For strategic decisions, such as building alternative transport routes, a structured market model for air

freight capacity provides the basis, complemented by should-costing for the transport share in the total

cost assessment.

Risks, controls and typical pitfalls

Incorrect or incomplete AWBs cost time and money. In addition, unclear responsibilities for freight costs

and liability pose economic risks.

Documentation and customs risks

Common sources of errors are deviating goods values between the AWB and invoice, missing or

incorrect HS codes and imprecise goods descriptions. The consequences are customs inspections,

additional tax assessments and delivery delays that eat up safety time buffers in the scheduling

concept. Countermeasures: defined data requirements for suppliers, advance checking of critical

shipments and clear escalation paths. With recurring defects, the topic becomes part of a structured 8D

containment for root cause elimination at the supplier.

Cost and contract risks

Demurrage and storage fees at the airport – partly comparable with detention concepts in ocean freight

– accrue quickly when documents are incomplete or pickups are delayed. Early-booking or surcharge

logics of airlines can also cause budget deviations. Buyers should fix freight cost arrangements,

currency agreements such as an exchange rate clause and correction procedures contractually.

Whether price adjustment mechanisms, such as price indexation on fuel surcharges, are appropriate

Amplifa Marketplace · Procurement glossary Page 4 of 7



Air Waybill (AWB): The Air Waybill in International Procurement Logistics

must be examined on a case-by-case basis.

Organisational controls

Effective controls combine prevention and review: binding AWB templates, supplier training during

onboarding, spot checks of every shipment and regular plan-actual price comparisons of freight costs.

For strategically important air freight lanes, leveraging opportunities through volume concentration on a

few service providers can be used to improve rates and priorities. The effectiveness of the controls can

be continuously verified via the KPIs mentioned.

Current developments: e-AWB, sustainability and resilience

The air freight industry is digitalising the waybill process, while sustainability and resilience

requirements for transport are increasing. Both are changing the role of the AWB in day-to-day

procurement.

e-AWB and data transparency

The IATA e-AWB standard reduces paper documents and enables an earlier, more structured data flow.

In combination with shipment tracking platforms, AWB data can be automatically fed into goods receipt

and customs clearance. For buyers, the benefit increases the more consistently transport and order

data are linked; classic manual verification steps are partly eliminated. A robust data quality on the

supplier and freight forwarder side remains a prerequisite.

Emissions accounting and modal decision

Air freight causes significantly higher emissions per tonne-kilometre than ocean transport. Companies

with carbon accounting requirements increasingly record transport emissions at shipment level; the

AWB provides weight, distance and transport service provider as a data basis for this. Buyers should

make and prioritise modal decisions between air and ocean consciously: fast spare part supply versus

regular supply by sea with a larger safety time buffer.

Capacity and price volatility

Air freight capacity and prices are subject to greater fluctuations than other modes of transport, for

example during disruptions to ocean routes or seasonal demand peaks. For buyers, this means: flexible

contract models with freight forwarders, early capacity reservation for critical shipment scenarios and

regular benchmarking of freight rates in procurement. Scenario analyses as part of structured

promotion planning for seasonal demand peaks help avoid expensive ad-hoc bookings.

Typical metrics

Metric Typical value
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AWB data quality > 98%

Proportion of error-free AWBs upon initial issue

Customs hold rate < 5%

Shipments with customs queries as a share of total air freight volume

Transit Time Achievement > 95%

Shipments within the agreed transit time

Additional cost rate < 2%

Correction, storage and demurrage costs as a share of freight cost

volume

Practical example

A medium-sized mechanical engineering company sourced spare components from the Far East partly

by air freight. Recurring customs queries and high correction charges weighed on schedules and

budgets. By introducing an AWB checklist, binding data provision via pre-alert and monthly KPI reviews

with the freight forwarder, delays were significantly reduced.

Standardised AWB template as an attachment to all purchase orders

Advance checking of HS codes and goods values by the import department

Monthly plan-actual comparison of prices against freight and additional costs

Supplier development workshop for three main suppliers with a high error rate

Conclusion

The Air Waybill is far more than a transport tag: it is at once a document of evidence, customs, billing

and control. Buyers benefit when they anchor AWB requirements contractually, make document quality

measurable and systematically address errors. Digitalisation via the e-AWB standard increases

transparency and reduces process costs. At the same time, air freight remains a cost and emissions

issue that requires conscious modal decisions. Those who manage AWB data cleanly create the

foundation for on-schedule and cost-appropriate international procurement.

Frequently asked questions

? What is an Air Waybill (AWB)?

The Air Waybill is the air waybill document for international air transport. It documents the contract

of carriage, confirms the acceptance of the goods and serves as a basis for billing and customs

clearance. Unlike a bill of lading, it is not a document of title and is not transferable.
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? What is the difference between MAWB and HAWB?

The Master Air Waybill (MAWB) is issued by the airline and names it as the carrier. The House Air

Waybill (HAWB) is issued by the freight forwarder, who acts as the contracting party towards the

customer. For consolidated shipments, the MAWB combines several HAWB shipments.

? Is the AWB a document of title?

No, the AWB does not confer ownership and, unlike the ocean bill of lading, is not transferable. The

goods are delivered to the consignee explicitly named in the AWB. Rights of control therefore arise

from contractual agreements and the Incoterms, not from possession of the document.

? What information must an Air Waybill contain?

Mandatory details include shipper and consignee, airports of departure and destination, goods

description, number of packages, weight and volume as well as freight payment terms. For customs

clearance, HS code, goods value, origin and currency are added. For dangerous goods, additional

declarations are required.

? What does the AWB number mean?

The eleven-digit AWB number consists of a three-digit airline code, a seven-digit serial number and

a check digit. It uniquely identifies the shipment and enables shipment tracking. House Air Waybills

follow the same numbering logic, with the code of the issuing freight forwarder.

? What does an AWB correction cost and who is liable for errors?

Correction charges from airlines or freight forwarders in practice typically range from double-digit to

low three-digit euro amounts per case, plus potential storage and delay costs. Liability is governed

by the terms and conditions of carriage and the applicable international conventions. Binding

provisions on fault responsibility should be reviewed contractually and legally on a case-by-case

basis.

Find the right suppliers on Amplifa

Verified industrial suppliers in Germany, Austria and Switzerland. Describe your requirement and

receive comparable offers.

amplifa-marketplace.com
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