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	The CPG Leader’s Complete Guide to
Tariff Refund
Recovery
How CFOs and Tax Strategists Can Reclaim Millions in Overpaid Duties — Before the Window Closes

	$180B+
Section 301 duties collected since 2018
	99%
of duties recoverable via drawback
	5 Yrs
maximum lookback window for claims
	180 Days
protest window from liquidation




	INTRODUCTION   —   Executive Summary

	What every CPG finance leader needs to know right now



The tariff landscape for Consumer Packaged Goods companies has never been more volatile — or more consequential.
The 2018–2019 Section 301 tariffs on Chinese imports, combined with recent escalations, exclusion reversals, and a new wave of reciprocal tariff actions in 2025, have resulted in tens of billions of dollars in duties paid by U.S. importers — many of which may be fully or partially refundable. For CPG brands importing raw materials, packaging, ingredients, or finished goods, the opportunity is significant. Yet most finance teams are either unaware of the refund mechanisms available or lack the bandwidth to pursue them systematically.

	🎯
	The Bottom Line for CPG CFOs
U.S. Customs and Border Protection (CBP) and the U.S. Trade Representative (USTR) have open exclusion and drawback processes that allow qualifying importers to recover duties paid on certain goods. Depending on your import profile, eligible companies may recoup hundreds of thousands — or millions — of dollars. The process is complex, time-sensitive, and documentation-intensive. This guide is your complete roadmap.



BELAY Solutions helps CPG finance leaders build the back-office infrastructure to pursue these refunds with confidence. Whether you need a fractional CFO to lead the strategy or expert financial support to manage documentation, BELAY’s virtual professionals are built for exactly this kind of high-stakes financial work.



	SECTION 1   —   Understanding the Tariff Refund Landscape

	The four pathways CPG companies must know



	What Are Tariff Refunds and Why Do They Exist?



Tariff refunds are mechanisms through which the U.S. government returns import duties previously collected from importers. They are not loopholes — they are legally established pathways created by Congress and administered by CBP and the USTR. The four primary mechanisms relevant to CPG companies are:

	▶  Section 301 Exclusions
USTR grants temporary or permanent exclusions from tariffs for specific HTS codes. Importers who paid duties on excluded goods during covered periods are eligible for retroactive refunds.
	
	▶  Duty Drawback — 19 U.S.C. § 1313
If you imported goods and subsequently exported finished products containing those inputs, you may recover up to 99% of duties paid through the drawback program.

	

	▶  First Sale Valuation
U.S. Customs allows importers to declare the manufacturer price rather than the middleman price as the dutiable value, reducing the duty basis — sometimes retroactively.
	
	▶  Tariff Engineering
Legally modifying how a product is classified or assembled to qualify under a lower-duty HTS code — a proactive strategy with retroactive refund potential in some cases.



	The 2025 Tariff Environment: Why This Moment Matters



In 2025, the tariff environment underwent a dramatic reset. A new wave of executive actions expanded Section 301 tariffs, introduced reciprocal tariff frameworks against dozens of countries, and simultaneously created a new exclusion review cycle. For CPG companies, this creates a dual opportunity:

1. Retroactive refunds on duties already paid during 2018–2024 exclusion windows
1. Proactive exclusion filings to reduce or eliminate tariffs on future imports
1. Duty drawback claims on exported goods going back up to five years
1. HTS reclassification reviews to identify prior overpayments

	⚠
	Critical Deadline Alert
Duty drawback claims must typically be filed within five years of the date of importation. Section 301 exclusion refunds are tied to specific exclusion windows. If you have not begun a review of your import history, you are already narrowing your opportunity window. Every month of inaction is money permanently off the table.





	SECTION 2   —   Does Your CPG Company Qualify?

	A practical framework for self-assessment



	The Qualification Framework



Not every CPG company will qualify for every mechanism. But most mid-to-large CPG brands importing goods from China, Mexico, Canada, or other tariff-affected countries will have at least one viable refund pathway. Start with these four core questions:

	✓
	Did you import goods subject to Section 301 tariffs between 2018 and 2025?
If you imported any goods from China with HTS codes covered by List 1, 2, 3, or 4A tariffs, you have a potential refund exposure to evaluate.



	✓
	Were any of your imported goods covered by a USTR exclusion during any period?
USTR granted thousands of product-specific exclusions between 2019 and 2022, many reinstated or under review. If your goods were covered and you paid duties anyway, those duties may be refundable.



	✓
	Did you export any finished goods containing imported components or ingredients?
The duty drawback program allows CPG companies to recover up to 99% of duties paid on imported inputs when the finished product is exported — across food, beverage, household, and personal care categories.



	✓
	Did you use an intermediary or buy from a foreign middleman?
If you purchased goods through a trading company rather than directly from the manufacturer, First Sale valuation could reduce your effective duty rate — and in some cases retroactive adjustments may apply.




	CPG Categories with the Highest Refund Potential



	Category
	Key Tariff Exposure
	Primary Refund Pathway

	Packaging & Materials
	Section 301 List 3 / 4A
	Section 301 Exclusions

	Food Ingredients
	Section 301 / Reciprocal 2025
	Drawback + Exclusions

	Personal Care Components
	Section 301 List 3
	HTS Reclassification

	Household Goods
	Section 301 List 4A
	Section 301 Exclusions

	Pet Food Ingredients
	Section 301 / Agricultural
	Drawback + First Sale

	Beverage Inputs
	Section 301 + IEEPA 2025
	Exclusion Review + Drawback





	SECTION 3   —   The CFO's Tariff Refund Playbook

	Four high-impact steps to lead your recovery effort



The CFO is the quarterback of any successful tariff refund effort. Your role spans strategic oversight, financial quantification, and cross-functional coordination.

	01
	Commission a Tariff Exposure Audit
Before you can recover anything, you need to know what you paid. A Tariff Exposure Audit involves pulling 3–5 years of import records and mapping every entry to its HTS code, duty rate, and applicable tariff action. This is foundational — without it, you are flying blind.



	02
	Engage a Licensed Customs Attorney or Trade Advisor
A tariff refund is a legal and regulatory process. Filing errors or missed deadlines can permanently bar recovery. Ensure you have qualified legal counsel involved — either a licensed customs attorney or a trade advisory firm with CBP experience.



	03
	Prioritize Refund Pathways by ROI
Not every refund mechanism is worth pursuing with equal intensity. Establish a recovery priority matrix based on documentation availability, claim size, and probability of success.



	04
	Build Internal Financial Controls for Ongoing Tariff Management
A refund recovery effort is not a one-time event. CFOs who build durable monitoring systems will capture ongoing savings long after the initial refund cycle closes.




►  CFO Action Items — Tariff Audit:
1. Direct your Controller to pull CBP entry summaries from ACE (Automated Commercial Environment) for the past 5 years
1. Engage your customs broker to export a complete duty payment history with HTS codes
1. Flag all entries with HTS codes in the 8400–8473, 6901–7020, 3900–3999, and 2000–2999 series — highest Section 301 exposure
1. Quantify total duty spend by year, supplier, and product category
1. Identify entries where the importer of record was a third party — these require additional documentation

	★
	BELAY Advantage
BELAY’s fractional CFOs and virtual accounting professionals have helped CPG companies conduct exactly this kind of import audit — without adding headcount. Our team integrates with your existing customs broker and ERP system to build a clean duty payment register in weeks, not months.



	CFO Priority Matrix: Refund Pathways by ROI



	Mechanism
	Typical Recovery
	Complexity
	Priority

	Section 301 Exclusions
	100% of duties paid
	Medium
	★★★ Highest Priority

	Duty Drawback
	Up to 99% of duties
	High
	★★★ Highest Priority

	HTS Reclassification
	Varies by code
	Medium-High
	★★ Medium Priority

	First Sale Valuation
	10–40% duty reduction
	Medium
	★★ Medium Priority

	Tariff Engineering
	Long-term reduction
	Very High
	★ Evaluate Case-by-Case



►  CFO Action Items — Customs Counsel:
1. Issue an RFP to 2–3 customs law firms; evaluate on Section 301 exclusion experience specifically
1. Negotiate a contingency or hybrid fee structure — many qualified firms will take cases on a percentage of recovery
1. Ensure counsel has active CBP electronic filing credentials and your Power of Attorney
1. Request a preliminary refund exposure estimate before committing to a full engagement

►  CFO Action Items — Ongoing Controls:
1. Build a Tariff Line Item in your Chart of Accounts to track duty spend separately from COGS
1. Implement monthly reporting on duty rates by supplier and SKU
1. Create an HTS Code Review Calendar — trigger reviews whenever new tariff actions are announced
1. Establish a Customs Compliance Calendar to track exclusion renewal deadlines and drawback filing windows



	SECTION 4   —   The Tax Strategist's Role

	Critical tax dimensions that CFOs often overlook



While the CFO manages the financial architecture, the Tax Strategist plays a critical and often underutilized role. Tariff refunds have direct tax implications that can materially affect net recovery.

	1  Tax Treatment of Refunds
Refunds received are generally taxable income in the year received unless previously deducted as COGS. Model the net after-tax value before filing any claim to avoid costly surprises.
	
	2  Transfer Pricing Implications
For companies sourcing from related-party suppliers, refunds can trigger IRS scrutiny if they change the intercompany economics of original transactions.

	

	3  R&D and Supply Chain Credits
Supply chain redesign activities to mitigate tariffs — nearshoring, reformulating, changing country of origin — may qualify for Section 41 R&D tax credits.
	
	4  Amended Returns & Statutes
COGS adjustments from tariff refunds may require amended returns. The 3-year income tax statute intersects critically with the 5-year drawback window.



	⚠
	Action Required Before Filing
Before filing any refund claim, your Tax Strategist should conduct a tax impact analysis to model the net after-tax value across multiple scenarios. Pursuing a $2M gross refund that triggers a $700K tax bill is a fundamentally different decision than one with minimal incremental tax impact.



	Tax Strategist Action Items



►  On Tax Treatment:
1. Determine whether tariffs were expensed as COGS or capitalized into inventory — this drives refund tax treatment
1. Assess state and local tax implications, which vary by jurisdiction
1. Model the net after-tax refund value before committing to a filing strategy

►  On Transfer Pricing:
1. Review intercompany agreements to determine how tariff costs are allocated between entities
1. Assess whether transfer pricing documentation accounts for tariff variability
1. Model whether a tariff refund changes the arm’s-length pricing analysis for relevant transaction years
1. Coordinate with your customs attorney to minimize transfer pricing exposure in claim structuring

►  On R&D Credits & Amended Returns:
1. Evaluate whether supply chain engineering activities qualify for Section 41 R&D credits
1. Review whether tariff-driven reformulation (changing an ingredient to a lower-duty HTS code) constitutes qualified research
1. Analyze whether COGS adjustments require amended returns for prior years
1. Review the interplay between the 3-year income tax statute and the 5-year drawback window

	★
	BELAY Advantage
BELAY’s fractional tax strategists and senior accounting professionals work alongside your CFO to ensure the tax and financial reporting dimensions of a tariff refund effort are handled with the same rigor as the customs filing itself. We coordinate directly with your tax counsel and customs attorney so nothing falls through the cracks.





	SECTION 5   —   The Step-by-Step Refund Process

	From discovery through receipt — the complete playbook



The following process applies to CPG companies pursuing Section 301 exclusion refunds and duty drawback claims — the two most common and highest-value pathways for the industry.

	Phase
	Action Required
	Owner
	Timeline

	Phase 1
	Pull 5-year import history from ACE portal or customs broker. Organize by HTS code, entry date, duty paid, and country of origin.
	CFO / Controller
	Weeks 1–2

	Phase 1
	Build Duty Payment Register — a master file of all duty entries subject to Section 301 tariffs.
	BELAY Finance Team
	Weeks 2–3

	Phase 2
	Cross-reference HTS codes against USTR exclusion database. Flag entries covered by any active or historical exclusion.
	Customs Attorney
	Weeks 3–5

	Phase 2
	Calculate gross refund exposure for Section 301 exclusions. Prioritize by dollar amount and claim strength.
	Tax Strategist / CFO
	Week 5

	Phase 3
	Gather supporting documentation: commercial invoices, entry summaries, bills of lading, packing lists, proof of payment.
	Controller / AP Team
	Weeks 5–8

	Phase 3
	Prepare and file refund claims via CBP’s ACE portal (exclusion refunds) or Form 7551 (drawback).
	Customs Attorney
	Weeks 8–10

	Phase 4
	Respond to CBP Requests for Information (RFIs). Monitor claim status in ACE.
	Customs Attorney / CFO
	Weeks 10–20

	Phase 4
	Upon refund receipt, coordinate tax treatment with Tax Strategist. Record correctly in financial statements.
	Tax Strategist / Controller
	Upon receipt

	Phase 5
	Establish ongoing monitoring system. Set calendar reminders for new exclusion windows, protest deadlines, and drawback dates.
	CFO / BELAY Team
	Ongoing



	Section 301 Exclusion Refund — Detailed Filing Steps



	01
	Identify qualifying entries
Find all entries where goods were covered by a USTR exclusion and duties were paid during the exclusion period.



	02
	Confirm HTS classification
Get written confirmation from your customs attorney that the HTS code and product description qualify under the specific exclusion language — USTR exclusions are interpreted narrowly.



	03
	Gather entry documentation
Collect the complete entry package: CBP Form 7501, commercial invoice, packing list, bill of lading, and proof of duty payment.



	04
	File a Post Summary Correction or Protest
File a PSC or CBP Form 19 Protest depending on whether the entry is still within the amendment window. Protests must be filed within 180 days of liquidation.



	05
	Submit electronically through ACE
Your customs attorney or broker with Power of Attorney files on your behalf.



	06
	Track and respond to RFIs
Monitor claim status in ACE. If CBP issues a Request for Information, respond within the specified timeframe — typically 30 days.



	07
	Record the refund correctly
Upon CBP approval, coordinate with your Controller and Tax Strategist to record and report the refund appropriately.




	Duty Drawback — Detailed Filing Steps



	01
	Determine product eligibility
Identify which exported products contain imported components on which duties were paid (manufacturing drawback), or identify exported goods imported in the same condition (unused merchandise drawback).



	02
	Establish substitution rules
Work with your customs attorney to establish a ruling or informal determination on the substitution rules applicable to your product category.



	03
	Gather import and export records
Collect entry summaries, invoices, duty payment records, export declarations, bills of lading, and proof of export for the relevant 5-year window.



	04
	Prepare Form 7551
Prepare the Drawback Entry with supporting schedules. Manufacturing drawback requires a Drawback Ruling or General Manufacturing Drawback ruling if not already established.



	05
	File with bond via ACE
Drawback claims require a bond — your customs broker can facilitate this. File electronically through ACE.



	06
	Monitor claim through completion
CBP review timelines for drawback vary from 6–18 months depending on complexity and current workload.






	SECTION 6   —   Common Pitfalls to Avoid

	What BELAY sees go wrong — and how to stay ahead of it



BELAY’s finance professionals have worked alongside CPG companies navigating tariff recovery. The same critical mistakes appear repeatedly. Here’s what to watch for:

	⚠
	Waiting too long to start
The drawback window is 5 years from importation. Section 301 exclusion protest windows are 180 days from liquidation. Every month of delay is potential recovery permanently off the table.



	⚠
	Delegating entirely to the customs broker
Customs brokers are logistics experts, not refund strategists. A recovery effort requires coordinated input from finance, tax, legal, and operations. The CFO must own the process.



	⚠
	Failing to verify HTS code accuracy
Many CPG companies discover during a refund review that their goods were miscoded on entry. A binding ruling from CBP on the correct HTS code may unlock refunds — but only if you catch it.



	⚠
	Ignoring the tax implications of refund income
Receiving a $1M refund check without modeling the tax consequence is a common and costly oversight. Involve your Tax Strategist before the refund is filed, not after it’s received.



	⚠
	Inadequate documentation
CBP will deny claims that lack complete supporting documentation. Commercial invoices must match entry data exactly. Bills of lading must confirm country of origin. Do not file until your documentation package is complete.



	⚠
	Not establishing ongoing monitoring
The tariff environment will continue to evolve. Companies that treat this as a one-time project rather than a permanent operational capability will miss future opportunities and face avoidable compliance risks.






	SECTION 7   —   How BELAY Supports CPG Finance Leaders

	Elite virtual professionals who integrate — and deliver



BELAY Solutions is the leading provider of virtual, elite-level finance and accounting professionals for growing companies.
We specialize in placing exceptional people — fractional CFOs, Controllers, accounting specialists, and executive assistants — who integrate seamlessly with your team and deliver Fortune 500-caliber financial expertise. For CPG companies pursuing tariff refunds, BELAY provides the full team you need without the overhead of full-time hires.

	💼
	Fractional CFO
Leads the tariff recovery strategy, coordinates with customs and tax counsel, owns the financial quantification and internal controls build-out. Your strategic quarterback from day one.



	📊
	Virtual Controller
Manages the Duty Payment Register, coordinates documentation gathering, and oversees the financial statement treatment of refunds received.



	📄
	Accounting Specialist
Pulls and organizes import records, reconciles duty payments to the AP ledger, and prepares supporting documentation packages for filing.



	🧮
	Fractional Tax Strategist
Models tax impact of refund scenarios, advises on amended return strategy, and reviews transfer pricing implications before and after refund receipt.



	📋
	Executive Assistant
Manages customs attorney relationships, tracks filing deadlines and CBP correspondence, and coordinates cross-functional communications throughout the process.




	Why CPG Leaders Choose BELAY



	✓  Elite Talent, Right-Sized
BELAY professionals are W-2 employees vetted for excellence — not gig workers or generalists. Every professional we place has deep functional expertise and a track record of high-stakes delivery.
	
	✓  No Ramp, No Risk
Our professionals integrate in days, not months. We match your tools, processes, and communication style from day one — no training delays, no ramp-up costs.

	

	✓  Flexible Engagement
Whether you need 10 hours per month or full-time support for a tariff recovery sprint, BELAY scales precisely to your needs — and scales back when the work is done.
	
	✓  Trusted by CPG Brands
BELAY has partnered with hundreds of consumer brands navigating financial complexity — from rapid growth to regulatory challenges. We know your world.



	

	Ready to Recover What’s Yours?
Most CPG companies don’t know how much they’ve overpaid in tariffs. BELAY helps you find out — and get it back.
Schedule a Tariff Recovery Discovery Call with a BELAY Fractional CFO today.
https://resources.belaysolutions.com/tariff-recovery
No commitment. No obligation. Just clarity on what you’re leaving on the table.

	




Legal Disclaimer
This guide is intended for informational purposes only and does not constitute legal, tax, or customs advice. The tariff refund processes described herein are complex, fact-specific, and subject to frequent regulatory change. CPG companies should engage qualified customs counsel, licensed tax professionals, and certified public accountants before initiating any refund claim. BELAY Solutions does not provide legal or customs brokerage services. All outcomes referenced are illustrative and not guarantees of recovery. © 2026 BELAY Solutions. All rights reserved.
© 2026 BELAY Solutions  |  belaysolutions.com  |  All Rights Reserved	Page 
