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BREXIT-Key Forwarder Issues highlighted. 
 
 

Introduction  

 

The outcome of the UK referendum on the nations continued membership of the EU 

was not anticipated and has profoundly affected politics ever since.  On a turnout of 

71.8% of the whole electorate the country voted by 52% to 48% to leave the EU.   

 

Since this momentous decision there has been much debate about what the people 

voted for. The Association has stated that the reasons behind this outcome are 

numerous and the people’s decision has to be respected.  Also, it has to be 

accepted that the people understood that by casting their vote to leave that they fully 

understood that it would mean leaving EU and its associated institutions including 

the Single Market and Customs Union.   

 

There has been extensive debate as to what form BREXIT should take, we have 

heard of “Hard”, “Soft”, “Train crash” and even “Red, White and Blue” variations on 

the theme.  The two core factors driving the successful Leave campaign were a wish 

to for the UK to regain its political sovereignty and control of its borders.  Neither of 

these ambitions are compatible with the underlying principles on which the Single 

Market is based, and it is not possible to have a “Hard” Brexit for people but a “Soft” 

one for trade.   

 

 

The current position and BIFA’s activities. 

 

In October 2016, BIFA consulted with its Members on their concerns regarding 

BREXIT: The Association noted the tension between what the people had voted for 

and trade desired.  Strong border controls for controlling the movement of people is 

at odds with the free movement of goods with few if any border controls.  BIFA has 

always argued for the retention of “something as close to the current membership of 

the Single Market as will be politically possible.”   

 

The Prime Minister’s Lancaster House statement and the subsequent White Paper, 

clearly stated that the UK would not remain a Member of neither the Single Market 

nor the Customs Union.   
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On the 17th January, the Prime Minister, Mrs May stated “So as a priority, we will 

pursue a bold and ambitious Free Trade Agreement with the European Union.” 

 

“This agreement should allow for the freest possible trade in goods and services 

between Britain and the EU’s member states. It should give British companies the 

maximum freedom to trade with and operate within European markets – and let 

European businesses do the same in Britain.” 

 

“Now, I want Britain to be able to negotiate its own trade agreements.  But I also 

want tariff-free trade with Europe and cross-border trade there to be as frictionless 

as possible”.  She continued her speech to state that a “completely new customs 

agreement” could be negotiated between the UK and its former partners to form the 

basis of a trading relationship.” 

 

It has taken Government some time to gear up and start consulting trade, to 

establish its concerns and hopes for BREXIT.  Clearly different sectors have differing 

views on the subject and some companies such as Eurotunnel, have only ever 

worked in a tariff free Single Market environment.   Despite variations in emphasis 

there seem to be certain strands that all seem to be able to agree on. 

 

BIFA’s role via its various Policy Groups, Regional and “ad hoc” meetings it to obtain 

the Members views and ensure that these are represented to Government.  In 

particular, the Association has focused its attention on representing these insights to 

HMRC, the most trade facilitative of all Government departments.  Also, contact has 

been made with the Department for Exiting the EU, Border Force and Department for 

International Trade. 

 

Outside Government, domestically, the Association has been in close contact with 

the CBI and other trade associations.  In Europe, since the referendum result, BIFA 

has been actively engaged representing our Members interests.  Our European 

opposite numbers in trade, realise the importance of retaining a good working 

relationship with the UK, during BREXIT and after the BREXIT negotiations.  As one 

experienced continental based forwarder commented business from both sides of 

the Channel can make BREXIT work, the problems will mainly be political. 

 

In what we think will be a long and complicated process, BIFA believes that it 

essential to ensure that different organisations have the opportunity to share 

information, concerns and views.  These views will be represented to Government as 

negotiations progress.   
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However, many Members do not believe that it is appropriate to make a long list of 

demands of Government for the following reasons: - 

 

 The current situation is extremely fluid  

 It falsely raises expectations of what can and cannot be delivered by the UK 

Government 

 Fails to take account of issues and timelines from the EU’s perspective. 

 

Many BIFA Members have valid concerns regarding changes to Customs law and 

procedures should the UK leave the EU without any agreement.  This includes 

concerns as to what happens to global as opposed to EU trade should the UK have 

to revert to WTO rules after leaving the EU. 

 

One point that has been overlooked or not adequately explained is that even post 

BREXIT, the EU will continue to have a significant impact on the UK.  A UK haulier 

arriving in Calais will immediately be under the jurisdiction of EU/French legislation.  

Similarly, in Germany, the haulier will be legally obliged to file all the relevant 

information to comply with minimum wage legislation.  The Single Market has 

created common standards for product safety, noise levels and emissions in all 

Member States and in order to sell to the EU, UK manufacturers will still have to 

comply with these requirements. 

 

 

Forwarder Ambitions 

 

Whilst the Prime Ministers speech of 17th January and the subsequent White Paper 

have provided some clarification, the industry is still seeking clarity.  We have an 

indication of a direction of travel including the ambition to develop trade with the rest 

of the world, whilst retaining a good relationship with the 27 remaining EU Members.   

 

Customs  

 

Significantly the one single area most impacted by BREXIT is Customs, the present 

systems have largely developed to support the Single Market, removing tariff and 

non-tariff boundaries. 

 

The Frictionless Frontier: - for EU trade, the consensus amongst Members is that 

entering and clearing goods at the frontier is not practical and will lead to longer 

queues and delays.  Some truck operators have commented that if such a 

requirement was imposed then the transit time to and from the EU could increase by 

between 2-4 days. 
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The Association notes that the Prime Minister has indicated that she would seek a 

“bespoke” and ambitious trade deal with the EU.  Whilst these tend to cover free 

trade arrangements usually some form of customs declaration is required, as is 

currently the case with movements between the and EEA Members such as Norway 

and Switzerland.  

 

BIFA, amongst others has urged for a review of frontier procedures with a view of 

de-linking the Fiscal and Security process from one another for intra EU trade.  The 

view is that in all probability that a simple security declaration will need to be 

submitted prior to the goods arrive in the UK.  The authorities will conduct the 

relevant risk assessment issuing a movement reference number, which will need to 

be provided to the carrier, should any additional frontier checks be required. 

 

Whilst it may be true that currently no customs declaration is required for intra EU 

trade, it must be remembered that VAT needs to be accounted for.  The suggestion 

is that the Intrastat declaration should be replaced with a combined Duty and VAT 

declaration, which will incorporate the original movement reference number. 

 

This concept is not new, and certain elements of it are included in the Self-

Assessment regime, which is contained within the Union Customs Code (UCC).  The 

view is that this should be a standard process for intra EU shipments, but 

consideration must be given to extending this scheme to global trade. 

 

Concurrently with the above there is a discussion regarding simplifying procedures, it 

has been noted for instance that in the UK we have more CPC’s than other Member 

States, the question is being asked can these be reduced?   

 

Changes to VAT Rules: - Should frontier declarations be re-introduced for intra EU 

trade there is particular concern regarding the affordability/cost of guarantees.   BIFA 

raised this as an issue relative to the UCC with Customs approximately three years 

ago. 

 

Members believe that serious consideration needs to be given to re-introducing 

some form of postponed accounting for VAT on imported goods.  Such a system was 

in existence in the UK until abolished in 1984, and is currently available to Dutch 

importers and some in Belgium and France who meet criteria largely related to 

holding AEO-C certification.  

 

Clarify implementation of the Union Customs Code and other EU systems: - the view 

is that most of the UCC can and should be implemented in the UK.  However, to date  
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any changes resulting from implementation have been relatively modest.  There are 

much more costly changes to be implemented further down the line including Import 

Control System 2 and Centralised Clearance.   

 

Also, there are certain aspects of the UCC, which neither trade nor HMRC felt to be 

necessary, in particular the need to provide guarantees for regimes where none had 

been previously required and also the requirement that the Temporary Storage 

operator could not share the premises with another party.  

 

Other key decisions relate to what common EU systems will be retained, for instance 

UK traders can check the validity of something as a EORI number on a central EU 

database.  Also, UK forwarders and traders take advantage of using complex pan 

EU regimes such as Transit, EMCS etc.  One widely used simplification is Single 

Transport Contract for export traffic, which BIFA was heavily involved in negotiating 

and retaining when the UCC was negotiated.  Currently shipments leaving the UK 

covered by a through waybill transiting an EU port before exiting the Union.  If this 

system is no longer available what will replace it?  The prospect of goods being 

exported from the UK and another entry being completed in the transit port prior to 

export from the EU is not a very satisfactory prospect. 

 

There needs to be a very clear decision soon from Government regarding what part 

of the UCC will be implemented and what will not. 

 

Transition: - From the point that the UK triggers Article 50, in all probability this is a 

very tight timeline, particularly when the remaining 27 Member states will all have 

diverging views.  All Members we have spoken to have referred to the need to have 

a transitional period, to prevent what the Prime Minister referred to as falling off the 

cliff edge. 

 

Unlike some other trade bodies, BIFA has been heavily involved via CLECAT with 

the negotiations leading to the implementation of the UCC, which does include a 

lengthy transition period, which for the IT projects is likely to need extending.  

 

These Transitional arrangements will need to cover both the UK’s trading 

relationship with the EU and countries outside the EU.   

 

Trade outside the EU: - The Government has emphasised that whilst wishing to 

continue an amicable and mutually beneficial trading relationship with the EU, it sees 

UK trade developing globally with both developed and developing nations. 
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The UK, post BREXIT will be able to formally negotiate its own trade deals with 

around the world.  Due to the terms of its EU membership, no formal negotiations 

can begin, whilst we remain an EU Member.  Indications are that the Government 

has already identified key trading partners and made the necessary contacts.  

 

As a prelude to these negotiations UK frontier procedures need to be considered 

with a view to simplifying them as previously described.  Also, clear Rules of Origin 

requirements need to be established to benefit companies who re-export goods. 

 

The UK has been an advocate of promoting free trade, in particular with developing 

countries via the EU negotiated Generalised System of Preference scheme.  This 

allows some goods to be traded without duty being chargeable. Upon leaving the 

EU, the UK would not be a beneficiary to the scheme, and if a similar scheme has 

not been negotiated then there is a very real danger that import taxes to the default 

rates set by the World Trade Organisation (WTO).  This could have an adverse 

impact of the price of imports into the UK, and UK goods being exported overseas. 

 

In order to implement its own preference scheme, the UK will need permission from 

the WTO to do so.  Since the implementation of Registered Export Scheme (REX), 

there has been increasing discussion surrounding preference, with a view 

developing that the UK should remain part of the EU preference system during any 

transitional period, with a view to establishing our own system.   

 

 

Modal Consequences 

 

The various transport modes will be impacted to greater or lesser extents.  Due to 

sheer volume of trucks arriving and departing the UK engaged in intra EU trade, the 

road sector is the one likely to be most affected by any changes.  Current figures 

indicate that 17,000 trucks a day cross the Dover Strait on a daily basis, making 

Dover the UK’s busiest container port. 

 

We have touched on the Customs implications of BREXIT but there are some 

impacting road.  It must be remembered that even after BREXIT the UK will be 

impacted by EU law, immediately a UK truck operated truck arrives on mainland 

Europe, it will have to meet all EU and national legislation.  

 

It is important that UK trucks or those carrying UK goods to/from the Continent are 

allowed to continue to freely operate subject to national or EU regulations on the 

Continent. 
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BIFA receives very few adverse comments regarding road related matters and the 

standardisation of tachograph regulations etc. are seen as useful.  Some Members 

have commented that they feel that as drivers are governed by their own set of rules 

that it is unnecessary to apply the Working Time Directive to them. 

 

For Air, BIFA has received few concerns from a forwarders perspective although 

most see the benefits of retaining the current Aviation Security regime which all EU 

Member States adhere to.  This is important as significant amounts of cargo are 

shipped from the UK to EU airports for final export, and dependent on the cargo’s 

customs status transit may be involved. 

 

Within air, the major challenges are likely to be faced by the carriers.  Since the 

advent of the EU single aviation market, carriers have had the legal right to fly any 

intra EU routes without having to seek prior approval. For the passenger, this has 

seen a remarkable reduction in air fare prices.  As part of BREXIT, there will have to 

be some form of negotiation to allow UK airlines to access the EU market and vice 

versa.  Outside the EU, where the country has a multilateral agreement with the EU, 

the UK will need to conclude a bilateral agreement.   

 

Regarding maritime, few concerns have been raised, the main ones seem to 

surround emission regulations and handling the customs regulations for cargo sailing 

on feeder vessels for export from or import into the UK. 

 

 

Other matters 

 

BIFA very rarely enters into areas outside its Member’s direct interests, but in this 

case, we feel obliged to do so. 

 

Many Members rely on employing EU workers in all aspects of their business, recent 

evidence shows that reduction in the number of HGV vacancies for 100k, two years 

ago, down to the present 30k is entirely down to the employment of Eastern 

European and in particular Polish drivers.   

 

Therefore, the Association feels that it is important to settle the status of EU 

nationals living in the UK as soon as possible.  Conversely some Members have UK 

staff based in other Member States and their status needs to be clarified. 
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Better HM Government performance 

 

Whilst many associations have focused on European matters, BIFA believes that 

consideration needs to be given to improving our own Governments performance.  

We have heard of numerous schemes for a more joined up Government approach to  

managing the border, to date none have come to fruition, in fact our Members 

feedback indicate the opposite: - 

 

 Government is becoming more remote and difficult to contact 

 Too many of the most knowledgeable civil servants have left their 

departments 

 Regulations and organisation hinder progress to join up frontier activities. 

 

To give one example, BIFA has been involved in discussions with HMRC regarding 

Self-Assessment, which is a simplification included within the UCC.  When 

discussing the possibility of including the Fiscal declaration and the VAT return in a 

single monthly schedule, we were advised that this would be an issue as Customs 

and VAT are covered by two different departments.    

 

 

Conclusion 

 

In this overview, we have only touched those elements of BREXIT that impact our 

Members.  When the White Paper is read the scope and complexity of the issues 

under discussion become clearer.  The Government has to balance the economic 

interests of many different sectors and these within the wider national interest. 

 

Inevitably there will be compromises and outcomes that nobody will like, and 

positions will change as the BREXIT negotiations with the EU progress.  The really 

important thing is to reach a conclusion that allows good trading relations with the 

EU to continue whilst allowing the development with the rest of the world. 

 

 

 

 


