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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

This short factual overview paper describes
the complexity created by the tariffs imposed
by the US, especially for small and medium
enterprises (SMEs). The Policy Brief concludes

by highlighting the importance of the EU
‘Access2Market” tool in addressing these new
complexities, helping EU exporters gain access
to the US market.
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1. INTRODUCTION

“Tariffs is the most beautiful word in the dictionary” has become by now a famous phrase. Tariffs
have now also become the key parameter defining the current US trade policy, partly due to their
perceived simplicity. Compared to other trade policy instruments, tariffs are straightforward: they
are clearly defined by the relevant legislation of each importing country as a tax on imported
products. Unlike non-tariff barriers whose cost is often unclear and whose impact is hard to
measure, tariffs are usually expressed as an ad-valorem percentage tax on the value of imported
goods.

However, tariffs come with their own challenges. At the international level, tariffs are administered
through the Harmonised System, a meticulously defined product classification, that assigns each
imported product and allocates a numerical code of up to six digits. Based on the Harmonised
System (HS), countries define their own detailed tariff codes, usually extending to 8 or 10 digits
and in some cases even further:

Tariff codes are key to determining the tariff rate applicable to any given imported product. For
instance, sausages can fall under different tariff codes and face different tariff rates, depending
on the type of meat they are made of. Similarly, fish products are subject to different import
tariffs, depending on the type of fish, the method of preparation (fresh, frozen, pre-cooked,
boiled, breaded, etc) and the packaging (e.g., in airtight containers or otherwise). Hence, for a
small exporter or importer, trying to determine the correct tariff code for lobster meat (cooked by
steaming or boiling in water and out of shell, whether or not frozen, but not further prepared or
preserved) can be a tricky task.

This complexity has led to the emergence of an entire industry of customs classification experts
helping exporters and importers navigate the maze of tariff codes. Governments have also tried
to offer easy-to-use online tools for trading firms, notably small and medium sized enterprises
(SMEs) engaged in international trade. For instance, the EU has created a dedicated website,
called "Access2Markets’, which now has over 1 million users.z However, even with professional
help, occasionally, disputes over the correct tariff code for a product can reach US federal courts,
and in some cases, even the Supreme Court:

So, tariffs are simple until they aren't. This "simple but complex” paradox is evident in the way the
Trump administration's newly announced tariffs have been implemented. Identifying the correct
tariff becomes even more difficult when the product's origin determines the applicable tariff rates.
For example, if sausages from different countries are subject to different tariffs, it is of paramount
importance to consider the so-called ‘rules of origin” that define under which conditions a sausage
is Italian or Canadian.

t For a full description of the Harmonised System classification of products applied international by over 200 countries, see
WCO (2022). HS Nomenclature 2022 Edition, World Customs Organization. Available online at: https.//wwwwcoomd.org/
en/topics/nomenclature/instrument-and-tools/hs-nomenclature-2022-edition/hs-nomenclature-2022-edition.aspx

2 European Commission (2025). Access2Markets - Exporting from the EU, importing into the EU - all you need to know.
Available online at: https://trade.ec.europa.eu/access-to-markets/en/home

3 Howarth, Jr,, C. (2002). United States v. Meade Corp.: More pieces for the Chevron/Skidmore deference puzzle, Adminis-
trative Law Review, 54(2): 699-717.


https://www.wcoomd.org/en/topics/nomenclature/instrument-and-tools/hs-nomenclature-2022-edition/hs-nomenclature-2022-edition.aspx
https://www.wcoomd.org/en/topics/nomenclature/instrument-and-tools/hs-nomenclature-2022-edition/hs-nomenclature-2022-edition.aspx
https://trade.ec.europa.eu/access-to-markets/en/home
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Therefore, when President Trump announced on 2 April that imported products from different
countries would be subject to additional tariffs on top of the existing ones, the result was a huge
US tariff matrix comprising more than 17,000 tariff codes, combined with around 200 countries of
origin for each products, and with different tariff rates added to the existing ones. This amounts
to more than 3 million individual, product-specific tariffs. Visualizing millions of data points in a
single chart would be almost as difficult as analysing every single pixel in your last selfie. Since
that task would be inhumanly difficult, the next best step is to simplify. Einstein famously said that
‘everything should be made as simple as possible, but not simpler”.

2. NAVIGATING TARIFF COMPLEXITY: FROM MILLIONS OF
TARIFF LINES TO LESS THAN 100 SECTORS

One way to simplify the more than 3 million data points in the US tariff landscape is to zoom out
from the 10-digit product categories to the broader 2-digit level. This is essentially like enlarging
the pixels in a picture. In doing so, we simplify the tariff landscape, reducing it to fewer than 20,000
data points.

Based on this logic, IMF and WTO experts created a tool called “Tariff Tracker’, which offers a
guided tour throughout the tariff maze.+ The Tariff Tracker groups data into HS two-digit categories
(HS chapters) comprising all related product-specific 10-digit US tariff codes. For instance, meat
products fall under HS code 02, most fish products under HS code 03, and processed meat
and fish under HS code 16. As a result, the 17,000 individual products are reduced to 96 product
categories at 2-digit level. Once these g6 HS two-digit product categories were established, the
next step was to calculate the average tariffs for each category, using a simple average of all the
product-specific tariffs adjusted by country of origin.

For example, some imported products were subject to zero tariffs in the US regardless of their
country of origin, under the MFEN principle. Others had a zero tariff for countries with a Free Trade
Agreement with the US, but a positive tariff for all others. On top of these product-specific tariffs,
the Trump administration imposed additional ones, again based on the specific rate applicable
to different countries. Moreover, there were additional product-specific tariffs in place from the
Biden administration (e.g., tariffs on aluminium products from Russia) whereas some products
were exempted from the additional tariffs announced on 2 April (e.g., mobile phones). All these
specificities were taken into account in the WTO-IMF tracker.

The outcome of this first simplification is shown in Figure 1, which plots the US tariffs applicable in
May 2025 for each HS chapter and country-of-origin combination. While it still resembles a dense
“tariff jungle” where it is difficult to see and analyse every data point, it is now at least possible to
see both the shape of the forest and its individual trees.

4 WTO-IMF (2025). The WTO-IMF Tariff Tracker. Available online at: https://ttd.wto.org/en/news-blog/wto-imf-tariff-
tracker Annex: Country two digit ISO codes


https://ttd.wto.org/en/news-blog/wto-imf-tariff-tracker
https://ttd.wto.org/en/news-blog/wto-imf-tariff-tracker
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FIGURE 1: US TARIFFS AT HS2 LEVEL, BY COUNTRY OF ORIGIN (SIMPLE AVERAGES), MAY 2025
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Source: Author's calculations based on the WTO-IMF Tariff Tracker.

With this HS2 simplification, visualising only a few thousand data points as in Figure 1 rather than
more than 3 million data points at tariff line level makes the task manageable. Yet it remains
difficult to see clearly the forest and the trees. Some patterns are nonetheless visible. Certain tariffs
are higher than the US simple average across all partners and sectors. Take, for instance, tariffs
applicable to agrifood products, such as chapter 04 (dairy), chapter 17 (sugars and confectionery
products), and chapter 24 (tobacco). Higher tariffs are also visible for certain industrial products,
such as chapter 55 (man-made fibres), chapter 61 (apparel), chapter 73 (articles of iron and steel),
chapter 76 (aluminium), and chapter 87 (cars and car parts). Then, there are some outliers that
stand out in this dense landscape of tariffs. One of the tallest tariff "tree” in Figure 1 is HS chapter
76 for Russia, at more than 140 percent. Such tariff peaks, even if isolated, can significantly affect
the overall level of tariffs.
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3. SIMPLIFYING FURTHER: FROM SECTORAL AVERAGES
TO NATIONAL AVERAGE TARIFFS

If we are prepared to lose some of the details depicted in Figure 1, we can simplify the US
tariff landscape even further. One option is to eliminate the multidimensionality created by the
various sectors (HS chapters). Instead of sector specific tariffs for each country, we can aggregate
further by calculating a single average tariff at country level across all products. Instead of 96
different sectoral average tariffs for each country, we now end up with a simple average tariff at
national level. This is the equivalent to removing all the different colours from a picture to create a
monochromatic image.

This method is the most straightforward way to calculate a simple average tariff for each country.
These simple averages disregard the structure of import flows between the US and each of its
trading partners. Essentially, the method assumes that countries export all HS2 chapters in equal
values. The corresponding simple tariff averages across all products, as faced by each US trading
partner, are shown in Figure 2.

Figure 2a illustrates the impact of adding a quasi-uniform 10 percent tariff on top of the existing US
tariffs. However, there are some caveats. According to the WTO-IMF Tariff Tracker, as of May 2025,
the Russian Federation, Belarus and Cuba were not subject to the uniform 10 percent tariff. Also,
in certain specific cases, the 10 percent tariff does appear to apply (e.g. in the case of imports of
mineral oils and copper products from Korea, Peru, and Morocco). Canada and Mexico also faced
a different tariff structure, indicating that the 10 percent horizontal tariff did not apply. In Canada,
for example, tariffs ranged from 1.53 percent on iron and steel to 36.86 percent on dairy products.
The three trading partners that stand out in Figure 2a are China, Hong Kong and Macao, with
simple average tariffs of 47 percent.
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FIGURE 2: UNITED STATES: SIMPLE AVERAGE TARIFFS
a. May 2025

b. August 2025

Source: Author's calculations based on the WTO-IMF Tariff Tracker for the May 2025 tariff data and the GTA
database for August 2025.
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Critically, the US tariff structure became even more volatile in the second half of 2025. A series
of executive orders and other official announcements modified US tariffs for certain sectors (e.g.,
steel and aluminium, copper derivatives, car parts) and for specific trading partners (e.g., UK,
China, Brazil, Korea, Japan, EU, India, and Switzerland).

As aresult, the tariff landscape became even more complex. The Global Trade Alert (GTA) initiative
has compiled a comprehensive dataset of the most recent US tariffs, broken down by product and
country of origin. Aggregating the GTA data at national level allows us to compare the evolution of
US tariffs between May and August (see Figure 2b)?

The overall picture has shifted towards greater complexity and heterogeneity across countries
in terms of the simple average tariffs they faced in the US. A clear trend that can be observed is
the increase in average tariffs since May 2025. At the end of August 2025, more than a hundred
countries faced a US simple average tariff above 20 percent. In May, only China, Hong Kong and
Macao faced a US simple average tariff greater than 20 percent.

4. ADDING SOME SHADES OF GREY: FROM NATIONAL
SIMPLE AVERAGE TARIFFS TO WEIGHTED AVERAGES

Simple average tariffs are, as the name suggests, the simplest way to look at the US tariffs.
However, by stripping away the sectoral heterogeneity of US imports across countries, we risk
coming close to violating Einstein's principle of making things as simples as possible, but not
overly simplistic. The logic behind simple averages is that all products carry equal weight in the
trade structure of a given country. Obviously, this is not the case. Many countries have a highly
skewed distribution of their exports, with certain HS chapters accounting for a large share of their
exports to the US, while other products make up an insignificant share or are not exported at all.

For instance, more than 90 percent of Burundi's exports to the US are in HS chapter 09 (coffee,
tea, mate and spices), followed by articles of apparel (around 7 percent of total export value). This
means that the tariffs that truly matters for Burundian exporters are those applied to these two
product categories. For coffee, tea and spices, the US tariff on Burundi's exports went from zero
to 10 percent in May 2025. For apparel, the simple average tariff for this category rose from 12.9
percent at the beginning of the year to over 22 percent. Since Burundi exports little else, these
two product categories determine the actual tariffs paid. To capture this high concentration of
exports in certain product categories, the standard metric used is weighted tariff averages, which
accounts for the value of trade in each product category when calculating the tariff faced by a
country's exporters to the US.

Taking the relative importance of various HS chapters into account when calculating a single tariff
per country is like moving from a black-and-white picture to one that shows many shades of
grey. Considering trade values brings back the fact that trade flows for some countries may be
concentrated in sectors with higher US tariffs. So, even though many countries face the same US

5 GTA (2025). US Tariff Measure Inventory 2025, Global Trade Alert Initiative. Available online at: https://globaltradealert.
org/blog/US-Tariff-Measures-Inventory


https://globaltradealert.org/blog/US-Tariff-Measures-Inventory
https://globaltradealert.org/blog/US-Tariff-Measures-Inventory
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simple average tariffs, they may end up paying higher weighted average duties. This is the case
for countries across all continents and income levels, such as Haiti, Azerbaijan, Liechtenstein,
or Bahrain. Conversely, many countries pay an effective tariff rate that is lower than the simple
averages. This is the result of many sectoral exceptions in the new US tariff structure, whereby
several products (including certain pharmaceutical ingredients, or products that cannot be grown,
mined or naturally produced in sufficient quantities in the US, such as graphite, nickel, gold) are
subject to zero duties. Many countries with large export shares of such exempted products end
up facing lower tariffs in the US than the official, headline figures.

5. CONCLUSIONS: TARIFFS ARE SIMPLE UNTIL THEY GET
COMPLEX

Compared with other trade policy instruments, tariffs are generally considered as one of the
simplest tools to influence trade flows. Their perceived simplicity was one reasons the Trump
administration placed tariffs at the centre of US trade policy. In reality, the vast number of traded
products and the varying tariff rules by product and country make the system so complex that
even tariff experts struggle to obtain a full and accurate picture of the US tariff landscape. Initiatives
such as the IMF-WTO Tariff Tracker tool and the Global Trade Alert, which closely monitor the
evolution of tariffs at the sectoral level across countries, almost in real time, make the task of
analysing US tariffs far easier.

Yet, gaining a clear "helicopter view" of the US tariff landscape is only the first step in navigating
tariff complexity and uncertainty. For hundreds of thousands of US importers and exporting firms
worldwide, finding the right tariff for their products requires a far more precise approach. Implementing
such complex tariffs comes with increased administrative costs and burdens. For instance, at the end
of August, the US government announced a new taskforce between the Departments of Justice and
Homeland Security, responsible for detecting customs fraud and tariff evasion.®

The good news for EU exporters to the US is that they can use the "Access2Markets” tool created
by the European Commission several years ago. Designed with the needs of SMEs in mind, this
tool greatly simplifies issues surrounding tariffs and other applicable trade rules (e.g., rules of origin,
non-tariff measures such as SPS, TBT and customs formalities). "Access2Markets” uses algorithms
to codify trade rules and transform them into simple, plain language answers for SMEs”

Going back to the example of the small firm interested in exporting or importing ‘lobster meat,
cooked by steaming or boiling in water and out of shell, whether or not frozen, but not further
prepared or preserved’, what really matters is that trading companies select the right product
classification, identify the correct country of origin, and get a clear sense of the tariff applicable in
the US at that highly detailed product level. According to the "Access2Markets” tool, at the time of
writing, the US tariff on EU lobster was 15 per cent.

5 Department of Justice (2025). Departments of Justice and Homeland Security Partnering on Cross-Agency Trade Fraud
Task Force. Available online at: https://www justice.gov/opa/pr/departments-justice-and-homeland-security-partner-
ing-cross-agency-trade-fraud-task-force

7 Cernat, L. (2021). Trade Policy 2.0 and algorithms: towards the ‘easification” of FTA implementation, CIRANO Papers
2021pe-05, CIRANO.


https://www.justice.gov/opa/pr/departments-justice-and-homeland-security-partnering-cross-agency-trade-fraud-task-force
https://www.justice.gov/opa/pr/departments-justice-and-homeland-security-partnering-cross-agency-trade-fraud-task-force
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ANNEX: COUNTRY TWO DIGIT ISO CODES
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Afghanistan AF Chile

Albania AL China CN
Algeria Dz Chinese Taipei T™wW
Andorra AD Colombia CO
Angola AO Comoros KM
Antigua & Barbuda AG Congo CG
Argentina AR Costa Rica CR
Armenia AM Cote d'lvoire Cl
Australia AU Cuba CuU
Azerbaijan AZ Curacao CW
Bahamas BS Democratic Republic of the Congo CD
Bahrain BH Djibouti DJ
Bangladesh BD Dominica DM
Barbados BB Dominican Republic DO
Belarus BY Ecuador EC
Belize BZ Egypt EG
Benin BJ El Salvador SV
Bhutan BT Equatorial Guinea GQ
Bolivia BO Eswatini SZ
Bosnia & Herzegovina BA Ethiopia ET
Botswana BW European Union EU
Brazil BR Fiji FJ
Brunei Darussalam BN Gabon GA
Burkina Faso BF Georgia GE
Burundi BI Ghana GH
Cabo Verde cv Grenada GD
Cambodia KH Guatemala GT
Cameroon CM Guinea GN
Canada CA Guinea-Bissau GW
Central African Republic CF Guyana GY
Chad TD Haiti HT
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Holy See VA Mongolia

Honduras HN Montenegro ME
Hong Kong HK Morocco MA
Iceland IS Mozambique MZ
India IN Myanmar MM
Indonesia D Namibia NA
Iran IR Nepal NP
Iraq 1Q New Zealand NZ
Israel IL Nicaragua NI
Jamaica M Niger NE
Japan JP Nigeria NG
Jordan JO North Macedonia MK
Kazakhstan KZ Norway NO
Kenya KE Oman oM
Korea KR Pakistan PK
Kuwait KW Panama PA
Kyrgyz Republic KG Papua New Guinea PG
Lao People's Democratic Republic LA Paraguay PY
Lebanese Republic LB Peru PE
Lesotho LS Philippines PH
Liberia LR Qatar QA
Libya LY Russian Federation RU
Liechtenstein LI Rwanda RW
Macao MO St. Kitts & Nevis KN
Madagascar MG Saint Lucia LC
Malawi MW/ St. Vincent &Grenadines VC
Malaysia MY Samoa WS
Maldives MV Sao Tomé & Principe ST
Mali ML Saudi Arabia SA
Mauritania MR Senegal SN
Mauritius MU Serbia RS
Mexico MX Seychelles SC
Moldova MD Sierra Leone SL

11
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12

Singapore SG Trinidad &Tobago

Solomon Islands SB Tunisia TN

Somalia SO Turkiye TR

South Africa ZA Turkmenistan ™
South Sudan SS Uganda UG
SriLanka LK Ukraine UA
Sudan sSD UAE AE

Suriname SR United Kingdom GB

Switzerland CH Uruguay Uy
Syria SY Uzbekistan Uz

Tajikistan TJ Vanuatu VU

Tanzania TZ Venezuela VE

Thailand TH Viet Nam VN

The Gambia GM Yemen YE

Timor-Leste TL Zambia M
Togo TG Zimbabwe YA
Tonga TO



