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In Brief 

TARIFF CLASSIFICATION OF RACING SHELLS UNDER TARIFF ITEM 8903.99.10 

 This memorandum explains the Canada Border Services Agency’s policy concerning the tariff classification of racing 
shells under tariff item 8903.99.10 of the Customs Tariff. 
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TARIFF CLASSIFICATION OF RACING SHELLS 
UNDER TARIFF ITEM 8903.99.10 

 This memorandum explains the Canada Border 
Services Agency’s policy concerning the tariff classification 
of racing shells under tariff item 8903.99.10 of the Customs 
Tariff. 

Legislation 

Customs Tariff 

89.03  Yachts and other vessels for pleasure or 
sports, rowing boats and canoes. 

- Other 

8903.99 - Other 

8903.99.10 ---Racing shells 

 

GUIDELINES AND 
GENERAL INFORMATION 

Definition and design characteristics 

1. A racing shell is an extremely narrow, and often 
disproportionately long, rowboat designed to skim on the 
water in marked racing lanes. The term “shell” refers to the 
fact that the hull is only about 3.18 millimetres (1/8 inches) 
to 6.36 millimetres (1/4 inches) thick in order to make it as 
light as possible.  

2. Most shells are made of composite materials such as 
carbon fibre, fibreglass, or Kevlar; however, a few 
manufacturers still build wooden boats.  

3. The shells are characterized by their “stiffness” (i.e. a 
lack of flexing). This means that none of the force exerted 
by the rower is wasted in twisting the boat. 

4. All racing shells are constructed with a skeg or small 
fin that is located along the stern section of the hull. 

5. Each oar is held in an U-shaped swivel (oarlock) 
mounted on a metal pin at the end of a rigger. The rigger is 
an assembly of tubes that is tightly bolted to the body of the 
shell. 

6. Racing shells are either for sweep rowing or sculling. 
In sweep rowing, each rower handles a single oar 
(about 3.9 metres (12.5 feet) in length), while in sculling, 
a rower uses  

two oars, or sculls, (each about 3 metres (9.5 feet) in 
length). Each rower has his or her back to the direction the 
shell is moving and power is generated using a blended 
sequence of the rower’s legs, back and arms. The rower sits 
on a sliding seat with wheels on a track called the “slide.” 

7. Sweep boats (i.e. each rower has one oar) are shells that 
have from two to eight rowers and often a coxswain, who 
steers the shell and urges the rowers.  

8. Sculling boats (i.e. each rower has two oars) are shells 
that have from one to eight rowers. 

Terminology 

9. The following terms are commonly used with respect to 
racing shells: 

The blade is the wide flat section of the oar at the head of 
the shaft, also known as the spoon. This term is often 
used when referring to the entire oar. 

The scull refers to one of the oars used in a sculling shell. 

The foot stretcher is an adjustable bracket in a shell to 
which the rower’s feet are secured in some sort of shoe 
or clog. 

The seat, upon which the rower sits, is mounted on a frame 
that permits the seat to slide during rowing. The term 
“seat” also refers to the rower’s place in the boat; the 
convention is to number the seats from bow to stern. 

The rigger (or outrigger) is the device that connects the 
oarlock to the shell and is bolted to the body of the 
shell. On sweep boats, riggers are typically alternating 
from one side to the other on adjacent seats, but it is not 
uncommon to see two adjacent riggers on the same 
side. 

The button (or collar) is a plastic or metal fitting tightened 
on the oar to keep the oar from slipping through the 
oarlock. 

The slide is the track on which the seat moves. 

The gunwale is the top section on the sides of a shell, which 
runs along the sides of the crew section where the 
rowers are located. The riggers are secured to the 
gunwale with bolts. 

The keel is the structural member running the length of the 
boat at the bottom of the hull. Some shells are built 
without this member so the term often refers to the 
center line of the shell. 
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The rudder is the steering device at the stern. It is, in turn, 
connected to cables (tiller ropes) that the coxswain can 
use to steer the shell. 

The skeg is a small fin located along the stern section of the 
hull. It helps to stabilize the shell in holding a true 
course when rowing. The skeg should not be confused 
with the rudder. 

Rigging is the adjustment and alteration of accessories 
(riggers, foot stretchers, oars, etc.) in and on the shell. 
Examples of rigging adjustments are the height of the 
rigger, location of the foot stretchers, location and 
height of the oarlocks, location of the button (or collar) 
on the oar and the pitch of the blade of the oar. 

The slings (or trestles) are collapsible/portable frames with 
straps upon which a shell can be temporarily placed. 

Tariff classification policy 

10. Only boats that satisfy the preceding definitions and 
possess the related design characteristics can be classified 
under tariff item No. 8903.99.10 as racing shells. 

11. All other vessels are not considered to be racing shells 
for the purposes of tariff item . 8903.99.10. These include 
rowboats, kayaks, dragon boats and canoes. 

12. For additional information contact: 

Tariff Policy Division 
Trade Programs Directorate 
Admissibility Branch 
Canada Border Services Agency 
150 Isabella Street 
Ottawa ON  K1A 0L8 

Telephone: 613-954-6861 
Fax:   613-952-3971 
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 REFERENCES 

ISSUING OFFICE – 

Tariff Policy Division 
Trade Programs Directorate 
Admissibility Branch 

 HEADQUARTERS FILE – 

HS8903.99 

LEGISLATIVE REFERENCES – 

Customs Tariff 
General Rules for the Interpretation of the Harmonized System 
Explanatory Notes to the Harmonized Commodity Description
   and Coding System 

 OTHER REFERENCES – 

N/A 

SUPERSEDED MEMORANDA “D” – 

N/A 

  

 

Services provided by the Canada Border Services Agency are 
available in both official languages. 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 
 


