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What is Brexit? 

On 23rd June 2016, a referendum was held on the UK’s membership of the European Union. Turnout was 
the highest since the 1992 General Election and resulted in 52% voting in favour of leaving the EU, with 
the West Midlands voting more decisively to leave than any region in the country.  In March 2017, the 
government triggered Article 50 which formally initiated the UK’s withdrawal from the EU and enables 
the government to proceed with negotiations on both the terms of departure and the country’s future 
relationship.  
This paper focuses on the top trading partners for exports from, and to, the West Midlands and examines 
the ways in which existing trade relationships are affected by EU membership. 
 

Who are the West Midlands’ top trading partners? 

Figures show that 47% of exports from the West Midlands currently end up in the EU, making the EU 
their biggest regional partner.  As the table below illustrates, 7 out of the top 11 destinations for exports 
are to countries within the EU. The region is a big exporter of cars, with car-making representing nearly 
two-third of the West Midlands’ total exports.  Manufactured services, goods, and power-generating 
machinery and equipment are other important areas of trade with the EU that currently enjoys the 
absence of any EU tariffs or other barriers.

Top 11 Destinations for West Midlands Exports (2015)

COUNTRY RANK
United States 1

China 2

Germany 3

France 4

Republic of Ireland 5

Italy 6

Netherlands 7 

Spain 8

UAE 9

Australia 10

Belgium 11

     (EU countries in bold).

Top 11 Origins of West Midlands Imports (2015)

COUNTRY RANK
Germany 1

Norway 2

China 3

France 4

Netherlands 5

Belgium 6

Italy 7 

United States 8

Spain 9

Republic of Ireland 10

Sweden 11



What trade agreements are in place with these nations and how might they be 
affected by Brexit? 

EU Nations

Germany, France, Republic of Ireland, Italy, Netherlands, Spain, Belgium and Sweden are all members 
of the EU. Consequently, they are also members of the single market and the European Economic Area 
(EEA). 

Currently the UK’s membership of the EU enables UK businesses to access: 

• The Single Market: this includes full freedom of movement of capital, goods, people and services 
between member states. It also includes equal access to public procurement opportunities, shared 
regulatory standards and shared recognition and enforcement of Intellectual Property rights.

• The Customs Union: this provides tariff free trade and removes the need for internal customs checks 
with other EU member states and the implementation of shared tariffs on non-EU member states.

• Passporting Rights: these enable companies to directly undertake business and service customers 
with other EEA member states whilst still being based and regulated in the UK. The Financial Conduct 
Authority estimates that 5,500 firms in the UK rely upon ‘passporting rights’. 

• Free Trade Agreements (FTAs): the EU has FTAs with over 50 counties enabling member states to 
gain preferential market to these areas. 

Until the Brexit negotiations are concluded we will not know what the final trading relationship between 
the UK and the EU will be. However, the Government has made clear that they do expect the UK to leave 
the Single Market. For more information on the Government’s Brexit negotiation priorities click here.

Norway 

Norway is not a member of the EU. However, they are a member of the European Economic Area and 
European Free Trade Association. They implement a significant proportion of EU laws and make a large 
financial contribution to the EU in order to access the internal market (with the exception of agriculture 
and fishing). 

As with the EU itself, until the Brexit negotiations are concluded we will not know what the final trading 
relationship between the UK and the EEA will be. 

United States

The USA is not a member of the single market or EEA. There is no existing trade deal between the 
US and EU, although negotiations between the two known as the Transatlantic Trade and Investment 
Partnership (TTIP) are currently ongoing. 

British businesses trading with the USA need to be mindful of VAT, Intellectual Property, regulatory and 
customs considerations.

There will be no change to the UK’s trading relationship with the USA as a result of Brexit.

United Arab Emirates

UAE are not a member of the European Union single market or EEA but is part of a free trade agreement 
with countries in the European Free Trade Association (EFTA) which does not include the UK. The UAE 
is one of six member countries of the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) that was negotiating a trade deal 
with the EU, but these negotiations were suspended by the GCC in 2008.

British businesses trading with the UAE need to be mindful of the complex regulatory and legal 
environment as well as cultural approaches to business, VAT and Intellectual Property considerations.

There will be no change to the UK’s trading relationship with UAE as a result of Brexit.

https://www.greaterbirminghamchambers.com/media/162153/brexit-white.pdf


Australia

Australia is not a member of the European Union single market or the EEA. Trade and economic relations 
are currently conducted through the framework of the EU-Australia Partnership. This seeks to facilitate 
trade by minimising technical barriers such as conformity assessment procedures. As it currently stands, 
the EU-Australia Partnership is a political declaration rather than a legally binding framework. 

The EU and Australia are currently in the process of negotiating an EU trade deal. Reports suggest 
Australia is aiming to conclude these talks with the EU before Brexit negotiations come to an end.  

China 

China is not a member of the single market or the EEA. The EU does not have a trade deal with China.

British businesses trading with the China need to be mindful of VAT, Intellectual Property, cultural, 
regulatory and customs considerations.

What is the GBBC position on the impact of Brexit on trade?

Whilst the GBBC recognises that the imposition of tariffs with the EU is inevitable, we believe that these 
should be kept to a minimum, and that efforts should be made to alleviate non-tariff barriers both within 
and outside the EU. It is vital that steps are undertaken to enable businesses to continue to trade on the 
beneficial terms derived from existing Free Trade Agreements and the negotiation of future trade deals 
should be done in consultation with businesses across different sectors and regions. 
For more information, click here. 

How can the GBCC help?

As Brexit negotiations gather pace, the GBBC are developing a number of resources to ensure that 
members are informed of important developments. Together with our Brexit Advisory Group we 
are delivering a range of briefing resources and thought leadership pieces. Together with the British 
Chambers of Commerce, we are lobbying Government on our members’ behalf to push for the best 
possible outcome for businesses from the Brexit deal and from the Government’s domestic policy.

The Greater Birmingham International Hub, part of the GBCC, is home to a wealth of expertise in trading 
internationally with nations in or outside the EU. Whether you need advice on exporting to or growing 
your presence in a market, building networks abroad, documentations and customs procedures or 
translations services the Greater Birmingham International Hub can help. Click here for more details.

Contact Us:
policy@birmingham-chamber.com

https://www.greaterbirminghamchambers.com/media/162366/j9259-brexit-principles-doc_v6_web.pdf
https://www.greaterbirminghamchambers.com/international-business-hub/what-is-the-international-business-hub/

