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Tips & Best Practices



Key points about of Export 
Documentation

A MUST for successful int’l transactions.

Greater detail than for domestic shipments.

Missing or incorrect information can cause rejection of 
export, delays and penalties, or your
inability to get paid.

Be consistent; supports confident relationships between you and your partners (forwarders, 
customers, etc.)



Export Documentation

There is no “standard” format, but there is a common format.
◦ Best Practice, Tip! Create your own “company” templates, be consistent.  Will make your job easier.

Help is available, just ask!  



Basic Commercial Export Docs

Quotation (price offer) vs Proforma Invoice (sales offer)

Commercial Invoice

Export Packing List

Weight Verification Form

Shipper’s Letter of instruction, SLI

Certificate of Origin (if needed)

Tip! Keep a file folder for each order to retain all documents and correspondences. Retain 
electronic copies, as well.



Quotation vs. Proforma Invoice
Quotation = presentation of pricing, terms and conditions.

◦ I consider this an offer, which can be negotiated.

Proforma Invoice = a detailed commitment to the sale, with very specific terms of the trade.
◦ Specifically mentions quantity(ies) of item(s), payment terms, INCOTERMS ® 2010, method of 

transportation, etc.

◦ Final part of negotiation before the firm sale.

Consignee may require a Proforma for import permit purposes, or to arrange for payment in 
advance, or to simply issue a purchase order.



Sample 
Quotation

• Addressed to consignee

• Lists product(s), packaging, 
price, currency

• Terms and conditions



Sample 1: 
EXW Proforma 
Invoice

Details may include:
• Date

• Proforma/quote number

• Consignee details

• Method of shipment

• Payment terms

• Lead time / expiration date

• Quantity, UOM, Description

• Unit Price / Total Price

• INCOTERMS



Sample 2: 
CIF Proforma  
Invoice

This is a sample Proforma invoice, 
where I present the order with CIF 
terms, listing individual charges on the 
Proforma.



Sample 3: 
CIF Proforma 
Invoice

This is a sample Proforma 
invoice, where I present 
the order with CIF terms, 
with the freight charges 
built into the unit pricing.  
This is how my customer 
needs the pricing to be 
shown.



Commercial Invoice
The commercial invoice contains a formal list of each product purchased along with purchase 
price and quantity ordered. The commercial invoice may include:

◦ full name and address of the shipper/seller

◦ full name and address of the consignee

◦ purchase order/reference number

◦ country of origin

◦ destination

◦ quantity, packaging, details description, price

◦ INCOTERMS

◦ harmonized codes (6 digits only)

◦ signature and a statement saying the invoice is true

◦ Anti-diversion statement – important!



Sample 
Commercial 
Invoice

The commercial invoice is perhaps the 
most important piece of import/export 
tax documentation because it serves 
as an official record of the financial 
transaction between the exporter and 
importer.



Export Packing List 
Purpose is for Customs to check outgoing cargo (exports) and incoming cargo (imports). 

It confirms the contents of the shipment, indicating piece count, weights and measurements for 
the order.

The Export Packing List should include:
◦ full name and address of shipper/seller

◦ full name and address of consignee

◦ much of the same markings 

◦ Itemizes pieces, net/gross weights, dimensions (US and metric)



Sample
Export Packing 
List

The export packing list focuses more 
on the contents of the shipment as 
opposed to pricing and other terms.



VGM Form or SOLAS Declaration
Effective July 1, 2016 – The International Maritime Organization (IMO) has amended the Safety 
of Life at Sea Convention (SOLAS) to require, as a condition for loading a packed container onto a 
ship for export, that the container has a “verified weight”. 

You, the shipper, are responsible for the verification of the packed container’s weight.

As a result, most Forwarders require a:
◦ VGM (Verified Gross Mass) Form for FCL’s

◦ SOLAS Declaration or a Cargo Weight Verification (of some sort) for LCL’s

No one exact form is used – again, create your own!



Sample of a 
VGM or Weight 
Verification 
Form 

This is a custom-form that I 
designed that can be used for 
both LCL or FCL’s.



Shipper’s Letter of Instruction (SLI)

When using a freight forwarder, a best practice I use is always preparing and sending a SLI.  

DON’T BE AFRAID OF THIS FORM! 

What is it?  It’s exactly what it says: Shippers Letter of Instruction. 

The SLI captures everything your Forwarder needs to know to accurately book the shipment 
the way you want it. 

◦ Acts as a written request for documents you may need (e.g. COO, draft of BL)

◦ Provides info required for filing the EEI and preparing the AWB or ocean BL

◦ If you are authorized to provide the freight forwarder with a written power of attorney, it includes 
this provision for the USPPI along with a signature line

Forwarders will have a SLI version of their own, or you can create one!



Sample SLI



Certificate of Origin

Certificate of Origin (COO) is completed by the exporter and indicates the specific country 
where the goods were originally manufactured. 

◦ Your Freight Forwarder can create, notarize and stamp by Chamber of Commerce

◦ Reed Anderson, BDG International will discuss more in depth.

A COO may be important because businesses may be forbidden receive goods from a particular country 
(due to embargos). 

A COO (e.g. NAFTA Certificate) supports Free Trade Agreements (lower duties).



Sample of a 
Certificate of 
Origin

Again, no standard format (except if 
dealing with specific trade agreements 
such as the NAFTA Certificate of 
Origin).



Summary

Don’t let export documentation scare you, don’t be afraid to ask for help!

Do exhibit care with details – the smallest errors can cost time and money!

Customize/Create your own forms!

Questions? 


