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BILLS OF LADING IN MARITIME TRADE:
EVOLUTION, LEGAL FRAMEWORK, AND MODERN
RELEVANCE

AUTHORED BY - ADV. ARDRA MINI SATISH & ADV. ARUN R.S,,
4" Semester, LL.M., Maritime Law, Bharata Mata School of Legal Studies, Aluva

ABSTRACT

The bill of lading is a fundamental legal and commercial document in maritime trade, serving
simultaneously as a receipt for goods, a document of title, and evidence of the contract of
carriage. Originating from early Mediterranean maritime practices, it evolved into a key
instrument that enables the transfer of ownership and facilitates international commerce. This
paper examines the historical development, legal significance, and modern relevance of the bill
of lading, tracing its transformation through pivotal international conventions—the Hague
Rules (1924), Hague-Visby Rules (1968), and Rotterdam Rules (2008). These frameworks
collectively shaped carrier liability, shipper protection, and the standardization of maritime
documentation. A comparative analysis highlights how each convention addressed emerging
challenges, from containerization to the recognition of electronic bills of lading in multimodal
transport. Ultimately, the paper concludes that while earlier frameworks remain widely applied,
the Rotterdam Rules offer a comprehensive and future-oriented approach for the digital age of

maritime commerce.

INTRODUCTION
The bill of lading (B/L) is a cornerstone of maritime trade, functioning as a receipt of goods, a
document of title, and evidence of the contract of carriage. Its origins trace back to medieval
Mediterranean shipping records and evolved into a negotiable instrument vital for international
commerce. With globalization and the rise of digital trade, traditional legal frameworks
governing the BOL have faced increasing challenges in efficiency, transparency, and

adaptability.
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HISTORICAL EVOLUTION OF THE BILL OF LADING

The origins of the bill of lading (B/L) can be traced back over a thousand years to early maritime
trade in the Mediterranean region. Initial practices involved the recording of goods in a ship’s
logbook, which served as proof of shipment. The “Ordonnance Maritime de Trani” (1063) first
mandated that a ship’s master maintain a written record of goods loaded on board, establishing
the earliest form of documentation for maritime cargo. These entries, made by a clerk
eventually evolved into separate written receipts that shippers could present as evidence of

goods consigned for transport.

By the 16th century, the document had developed into what became known in Florence as the
“polizza di carico”—a formal shipping receipt and the precursor to the modern bill of lading.
Subsequent maritime ordinances in Antwerp (1570), Amsterdam (1598), and the Hanseatic
ports (1591) further formalized its use across Europe. Initially, the bill of lading served merely
as a receipt issued by the ship’s master, confirming that specific goods had been loaded for
carriage. However, with Colbert’s Ordonnance de la Marine (1681) in France, the bill of lading
took on a more defined legal character. It was recognized as a document that could be made to
a named person, to order, or to bearer, thus transforming it into a negotiable instrument

representing ownership of goods in transit.

During the 19th century, as maritime trade expanded and industrialization advanced, the bill of
lading became a central document in global commerce. However, shipowners increasingly
inserted exemption clauses to limit their liability for loss or damage to cargo. The proliferation
of such clauses rendered the B/L nearly ineffective for shippers and financiers. This imbalance
prompted legislative reforms, beginning with the U.S. Harter Act of 1893, which imposed

minimum liability standards on carriers and restricted the use of unfair exemption clauses.

The success of the Harter Act inspired international efforts to harmonize maritime law,
culminating in the Hague Rules of 1924. These rules established standardized obligations for
carriers and defined the evidentiary and contractual nature of bills of lading. As global trade
practices evolved, the Hague-Visby Rules (1968) updated liability limits and introduced
provisions for containerized cargo, while the Rotterdam Rules (2008) expanded coverage to

multimodal transport and recognized electronic bills of lading.
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FUNCTIONS AND IMPORTANCE OF THE BILL OF LADING

The bill of lading (B/L) is one of the most vital documents in maritime trade, serving multiple
roles that bridge the legal, commercial, and logistical aspects of international shipping. Its
multifunctional nature ensures that transactions between shippers, carriers, consignees, and

financial institutions occur with transparency, legal certainty, and efficiency.

1. The Bill of Lading as a Contract of Carriage

A bill of lading functions foremost as evidence of the contract of carriage between the shipper
and the carrier. It records the terms and conditions under which goods are transported, including
details such as the description, quantity, and destination of the cargo, as well as the rights and
obligations of both parties. This contractual function helps prevent disputes by providing a

written record of the agreed terms.

2. The Bill of Lading as a Receipt for Goods

The bill of lading also serves as a receipt, confirming that the carrier has received the goods in
apparent good order and condition. It specifies the number, weight, and marks of the packages
loaded aboard the vessel and provides an acknowledgment that the carrier has taken custody of
the cargo. A “clean” bill of lading indicates that the goods were received without any visible
defects or damage, while a “claused” bill includes notations about discrepancies or damage at
the time of loading. This receipt function is essential for establishing proof in cases of loss,

damage, or non-delivery, forming the evidential basis for insurance claims and legal disputes.

3. The Bill of Lading as a Document of Title

One of the most distinctive features of a bill of lading is its role as a document of title. This
means that possession of the bill signifies ownership of the goods described in it. It enables the
transfer of ownership while the goods are still in transit, allowing international trade
transactions to occur without physical delivery.

This function is particularly important in financing arrangements such as letters of credit, where
banks rely on the bill of lading as proof that goods have been shipped before releasing payment.
The transferability of the bill—whether “to order,” “to bearer,” or “to a named consignee”—

makes it a negotiable instrument, central to global commerce.

4. The Bill of Lading as a Legal and Regulatory Document
The bill of lading holds legal importance beyond private contracts. It is a document recognized
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by customs authorities, port officials, and insurance companies as the primary evidence of
cargo details and shipment legitimacy. It contains vital information about the nature, weight,
and value of goods, which is necessary for calculating import duties, taxes, and compliance
with international shipping regulations.

In disputes involving cargo loss or delay, the bill of lading serves as a key legal document
determining liability and the extent of compensation under governing conventions such as the
Hague, Hague-Vishy, or Rotterdam Rules.

Transformation of B/L through Pivotal International Conventions — The Hague Rules
(1924), Hague-Visby Rules (1968), and Rotterdam Rules (2008)

The development of international conventions governing bills of lading represents a
progressive effort to establish fairness, uniformity, and accountability in maritime transport.
Over time, the Hague Rules (1924), Hague-Visby Rules (1968), and Rotterdam Rules (2008)
have successively modernized the legal treatment of the bill of lading, adapting to evolving
commercial practices and technological advancements in shipping.

1. The Hague Rules (1924)

The Hague Rules, formally known as the International Convention for the Unification of
Certain Rules of Law Relating to Bills of Lading (1924), were the first global attempt to codify
the rights and obligations of sea carriers and cargo owners. They were introduced in response
to widespread abuse of exemption clauses that allowed shipowners to evade liability for cargo
damage or loss.

Under the Hague Rules, carriers were required to exercise due diligence in ensuring the
seaworthiness of vessels, proper manning, and safe loading and handling of cargo. The Rules
also mandated that carriers issue a bill of lading specifying the leading marks, number of
packages, and apparent condition of goods. However, they retained several carrier defenses—
such as immunity for navigation errors and perils of the sea—which limited shipper protection.
While the Hague Rules successfully established a uniform minimum standard for carrier
liability, critics argue that they favored shipowners and did not adequately address the interests
of cargo owners. Nevertheless, they laid the groundwork for later conventions and remain

incorporated in many national laws, including the UK Carriage of Goods by Sea Act 1924.

2. The Hague-Visby Rules (1968)
By the mid-20th century, global trade had transformed through containerization and
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technological innovation, necessitating revisions to the original Hague Rules. The Hague-
Visby Rules, adopted in 1968 and amended in 1979, modernized liability standards and
addressed new logistical realities.

These Rules increased the carrier’s financial liability limit from £100 per package to 666.67
Special Drawing Rights (SDR) per package or 2 SDR per kilogram, whichever was higher.
They also clarified that the liability applied to containerized cargo, preventing shipowners from
evading responsibility by classifying entire containers as single packages. Additionally, the
Hague-Visby Rules reinforced a one-year time limit for filing claims, ensuring timely
resolution of disputes.

Despite these improvements, the Hague-Visby Rules continued to apply only to port-to-port
carriage, meaning they covered the sea leg of transportation but not inland or multimodal
segments. They also remained silent on the use of electronic bills of lading, a limitation that

became increasingly significant in the digital era.

3. The Rotterdam Rules (2008)

Recognizing the need for a comprehensive legal framework in the era of globalized, multimodal
transport, the United Nations Commission on International Trade Law (UNCITRAL)
introduced the Rotterdam Rules in 2008. Officially titled the United Nations Convention on
Contracts for the International Carriage of Goods Wholly or Partly by Sea, this convention
sought to replace and modernize the Hague and Hague-Visby regimes.

The Rotterdam Rules expanded the scope of carrier liability to include door-to-door transport,
covering goods from the point of origin to the final destination, regardless of the number of
transport modes used. They abolished several traditional carrier exemptions—such as those for
navigational errors—and promoted greater accountability. Most notably, the Rules formally
recognized the use of electronic transport records (e-bills of lading), giving digital documents
the same legal validity as paper ones. While the Rotterdam Rules are the most modern and
comprehensive maritime convention, their global adoption remains limited. As of 2025, only a
small number of states have ratified them, leaving the Hague and Hague-Visby Rules as the

dominant frameworks in practice.

Modern Relevance of Bill of Lading
1. Legal Proof of Shipment
BOL serves as a legally binding document between the shipper, carrier, and receiver.In disputes

over lost, damaged, or delayed goods, it acts as evidence of the shipment terms and ownership.
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2. Ownership and Title Transfer
Modern trade often uses BOL to transfer ownership of goods during transit. Particularly
important in international trade, where goods may change hands multiple times before delivery.

3. Integration with Digital Logistics
Electronic BOLs (eBOLs) are increasingly used to streamline processes, reduce paperwork,
and enable faster customs clearance. Digitalization improves tracking, reduces fraud risk, and

supports supply chain transparency.

4. Supply Chain Efficiency
Provides detailed shipment information (quantity, description, destination), helping in
inventory management and planning. Facilitates coordination between multiple carriers and

intermediaries in global supply chains.

5. Compliance and Risk Management
Ensures adherence to international trade laws and carrier regulations. Helps companies mitigate

financial and legal risks associated with cargo loss or misdelivery.

CONCLUSION

The Bill of Lading remains a crucial document in modern trade and logistics, balancing legal,
commercial, and operational needs. While technology is transforming it from a paper-based
system to a digital format, its core purpose—as proof of shipment, title, and contractual
agreement—remains indispensable.While traditional frameworks governing the Bill of Lading
continue to be widely applied, the Rotterdam Rules provide a more comprehensive and future-
oriented approach, particularly suited to the digital era of maritime commerce. By
accommodating electronic BOLs and streamlining legal and operational processes, these rules
enhance efficiency, transparency, and accountability in global shipping, ensuring that the BOL
remains a vital instrument in modern trade. In a globalized supply chain, the BOL continues to

ensure accountability, security, and efficiency in moving goods across borders.
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