
PROCUREMENT GLOSSARY

Air freight cost components:
understanding and controlling cost
drivers in air freight transport
Air freight cost components are the individual cost elements that make up the final price of an

air freight shipment. Besides the freight rate, they include in particular surcharges, fuel and

security components as well as fees charged by freight forwarders, airports and authorities. As

a technical buyer or supply chain manager, if you know the components transparently, you can

compare quotations, address cost drivers in a targeted manner and assess the air freight

share in transport cost analysis on a sound basis.
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Key facts at a glance

01 Air freight costs typically consist of the freight rate (per kg or volume kg) plus a large

number of surcharges and fees.

02 The chargeable weight mechanism compares actual weight and volumetric weight; the

higher value is invoiced.

03 Fuel and security surcharges are often the largest variable surcharges and are subject

to short-term fluctuations.

04 Cost-relevant parameters can, in part, be fixed in the freight contract, e.g. minimum

rates, term windows or all-in prices.

05 Critical spare parts are frequently transported by air freight in practice; coordination with

materials scheduling is essential here.

06 A systematic target/actual price comparison across freight invoices reveals

overcharging and unjustified surcharges.

Definition: air freight cost components

Air freight cost components denote all pricing modules that make up the invoiced amount of an air

freight shipment. They range from the base freight rate through fuel and security surcharges to
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handling, documentation and customs fees. For procurement, they are the basis for making supplier

quotations comparable and addressing cost drivers in a structured manner.

Base freight rate and chargeable weight

In practice, the base freight rate is often charged per kilogram or as a rate per shipment, tiered by

weight class. What matters is not the actual gross weight alone, but the so-called chargeable weight:

the carrier compares gross weight and volumetric weight (usually volume in cubic metres divided by a

conversion factor, commonly 0.006) and applies the higher value. For light, bulky goods such as sheet

metal parts or plastic components, the volumetric weight can significantly exceed the actual weight.

Surcharges and fees

Besides the rate, the fuel surcharge (FSC), security surcharge (SSC), fee for issuing the air waybill

(AWB), handling charges at the departure and destination airports, terminal charges, any airport

surcharges for certain destinations as well as customs and clearance fees typically apply. For delivery

to the factory, preparation and delivery costs complete the picture. In practice, the sum of these items

can account for 30 to 60 per cent of total costs, which is why looking at the freight rate alone is

misleading.

Methods and approach for cost analysis

The aim of the analysis is to make individual components visible, render them negotiable and check

them for plausibility. Approach: break down actual costs, normalise magnitudes, identify drivers, derive

negotiation parameters.

Cost breakdown and normalisation

Record rate, surcharges and fees separately for each shipment, ideally from the freight invoice or the

AWB breakdown. Normalise the data to price per kilo and price per shipment to make shipments of

different sizes comparable. This data set also serves as the basis for a market model of air freight costs

and for supply market intelligence in the transport segment.

Tender and pricing

In periodic tenders, buyers should structure freight volumes by weight class, destination and reliability

requirements. Common approaches: all-in rates including selected surcharges, index mechanisms for

fuel components and clear rules on minimum charges. A structured supplier shortlist of two to four

qualified freight forwarders increases competitive pressure; competition across several volume

packages ensures realistic quotations.

Negotiation and contract design

In practice, handling charges, minimum freight charges, waiting costs, ancillary surcharges and

cancellation terms are above all negotiable. Term windows, guaranteed capacity (block space

agreements) and transparent surcharge mechanisms (index linkage) reduce planning risks. Volume
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rebates can be mapped via annual volumes or volume tiers; their feasibility should be reconciled with

the demand confirmation from the specialist departments.

Key KPIs for air freight costs

Air freight costs can be measured well. The most important metrics operate at shipment, route and

overall process level and should be continuously reconciled with the freight contract objectives.

Cost and price metrics

Typical KPIs are price per chargeable weight (kilogram), price per shipment, proportion of surcharges

in total costs and the deviation between calculated and invoiced freight (target/actual price

comparison). In addition, it is worth looking at the share of shipments sent by air freight due to delivery

deadlines above a defined cost threshold.

Service and quality metrics

Besides costs, on-time performance, transit time, transport quality and damage rate matter. These

metrics belong to quality management in procurement, as price discounts are quickly undermined by

failures, emergency purchases and reputational risks. Shipment-level deadline tracking is a prerequisite

for reliable statements about a provider's reliability.

Risks and controls

Typical risks are fluctuations in the fuel and capacity markets, hidden costs in the small print,

overcharging and the danger that urgent spare parts can only be procured by air freight. These risks

can be controlled with contract design and ongoing monitoring.

Price and market risks

Fuel, capacity and exchange rate fluctuations affect surcharges in the short term. Index mechanisms or

forwards & swaps on fuel costs can, in part, provide a hedge, though their effectiveness should be

assessed individually. Risk management in the transport segment means maintaining capacity

alternatives (e.g. sea freight or combined solutions for fail-stable parts) and reserve providers. A risk

analysis per main route shows where dependencies on individual airports or carriers exist.

Control mechanisms in ongoing operations

Regular auditing of freight invoices against the tariff commitments reveals overcharging; systematic

freight invoice auditing noticeably reduces expenditure in practice. A clear allocation of roles between

data owner and data steward for tariff and shipment data safeguards data quality. Make-or-buy analysis

for own transport services and integration into warehouse and materials scheduling help to identify

avoidable air freight shipments and improve demand planning so that urgent shipments become rarer.
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Compliance, customs and sustainability

Also to be considered are customs and export control regulations, dangerous goods regulations

(hazmat) as well as the long-term supplier's declaration (LLE) for customs-privileged imports. The

carbon footprint of air freight is significantly higher than that of other modes of transport and should be

considered within Scope 1 emissions (in the case of own freight booking) or the supply chain emissions

balance. Carrier emissions data are increasingly part of tender criteria.

Current developments

Digitalisation, sustainability requirements and capacity volatility are noticeably changing the air freight

cost landscape. Buyers who recognise trends can improve their negotiating position and planning

certainty.

Digitalisation and transparency

Digital freight bookings, electronic air waybills (eAWB) and track-and-trace systems increase data

availability and reduce manual effort. Time and cost information is therefore available earlier and at

greater granularity, which facilitates deadline tracking and internal reporting. Automated reconciliations

between freight contract and invoice are becoming a standard requirement for freight forwarders.

Sustainability and capacity dynamics

Customer sustainability requirements and reporting obligations along the supply chain are driving

demand for emissions data and alternative fuels; this is increasingly reflected in surcharge structures.

Capacity bottlenecks and short-term demand peaks (for example when volumes divert from sea freight)

lead at times to sharp rate fluctuations, which is why fixed volume agreements or index mechanisms

are gaining in importance.

Typical metrics

Metric Typical value

Price per chargeable weight
(EUR/kg)

highly route-dependent, typically between 1.50 and 6.00

to be used as a benchmark per route and weight class

Proportion of surcharges in total
costs

typically 30–60%

higher values indicate negotiable fee blocks

Air freight on-time performance > 95%

low thresholds rarely justify cost advantages

Target/actual price deviation < 2%

larger deviations indicate invoicing or tariff errors
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Share of urgent shipments in air
freight volume

< 20%

high values indicate planning problems in materials scheduling

Practical example

A mid-sized machinery manufacturer with European and Asian supply relationships conducted a

structured analysis of its cost components after a year of increased air freight costs. The analysis

showed that around half of the air freight shipments were attributable to urgent spare part purchases,

caused by spare part scheduling issues and deadline pressure from sales.

Cost breakdown of all air freight shipments over twelve months, normalised to price per kilogram

per route

Tender to a supplier shortlist of four qualified freight forwarders with all-in prices and an index

mechanism for the fuel component

Coordination with materials scheduling and start of production (SOP) to avoid urgent shipments

through timely demand confirmation

Monthly target/actual price comparison with systematic auditing of freight invoices and an on-time

metric per provider

Conclusion

Air freight cost components are far more than a freight rate: surcharges, fees and contractual

arrangements determine the actual costs. Those who know the elements can make quotations

comparable, negotiate cost drivers in a targeted manner and assess risk sources such as fuel or

capacity fluctuations. In addition to price and service metrics, it is worth looking at the causes of air

freight demand itself — often the greatest savings potential lies here. For technical buyers, the

systematic analysis of air freight cost components is therefore an effective lever for cost transparency

and negotiating power.

Frequently asked questions

? What are air freight cost components?

Air freight cost components are the individual cost elements of an air freight shipment, such as the

base freight rate, fuel and security surcharges, handling charges, the air waybill fee as well as

customs and clearance costs. Together they make up the invoiced amount of a shipment. Only

those who know all the components can evaluate quotations on a comparable basis.

? How is volumetric weight calculated in air freight?

In practice, volumetric weight is calculated from the volume of a shipment in cubic metres divided by

a conversion factor, commonly 0.006 (equivalent to a ratio of 1:167). The chargeable weight is

invoiced, i.e. the higher of gross weight and volumetric weight. For light, bulky goods, the volumetric
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weight can significantly exceed the actual weight.

? Which surcharges apply to air freight?

Typical surcharges are the fuel surcharge, the security surcharge, fees for the air waybill (AWB),

handling and terminal charges at the departure and destination airports as well as customs and

clearance costs. Depending on the route, destination surcharges, dangerous goods surcharges or

peak surcharges are added. In practice, these items often account for 30 to 60 per cent of the total

costs.

? Why are air freight costs so high?

Air freight is the fastest but also the most capacity- and fuel-intensive mode of transport; costs per

tonne-kilometre are significantly higher than rail and sea. Added to this are the carriers' high fixed

costs, shortages in freighter capacity and short-term demand peaks. Surcharges for fuel, security

and handling further increase the final price.

? How can air freight costs be reduced?

Effective approaches include consolidating shipments, optimising packaging to reduce volumetric

weight, switching from express to standard air freight and examining alternative modes of transport

for non-urgent items. In addition, annual volume agreements with volume tiers, index mechanisms

for fuel components and systematic freight invoice auditing help. Often the biggest lever lies in

avoiding unnecessary urgent shipments.

? What is the difference between the freight rate and the all-in price?

The freight rate only covers the pure transport service, whereas the all-in price additionally includes

defined surcharges and fees. All-in prices make quotations easier to compare and reduce surprises

at invoicing, but require clear definitions of which items are included. In practice, a combination of

an all-in base rate and transparent index mechanisms for variable surcharges has proven effective.

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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