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Introduction

On the 29th March 2019 the UK will officially leave the EU. This will be followed by a ‘transition’ or 
‘implementation’ phase to the 31st December 2020 (based on the current timetable). Until then, the 
Greater Birmingham Chambers of Commerce will be working hard to help members prepare for Brexit 
and to lobby stakeholders on their behalf.  

Our full Business Brexit Toolkit sets out suggestions for how businesses can get “Brexit ready”, facts and 
stats on Brexit and the region’s relationship with the EU and our asks for stakeholders on both Brexit 
negotiations and the domestic policy changes that businesses need to thrive. 

This document sets outlines what businesses need to see from both Brexit negotiations and domestic 
policy in order to best succeed and grow. For the rest of the Brexit toolkit please visit the Brexit section 
of the Greater Birmingham Chambers of Commerce (GBCC) website: 
https://www.greaterbirminghamchambers.com/brexit/.

Foreword:

Brexit represents the most fundamental change to the UK’s 
political and trading relationships for a generation. It is 
crucial that the UK Government “gets it right” and secures 
the best possible deal for British businesses from Brexit 
negotiations.  

Throughout its 205 year history, the Greater Birmingham 
Chambers of Commerce has been, and will remain, at the 
heart of the city-region’s business community. We know 
how much businesses’ appetite for and ability to trade can 
be hampered or enabled by Government policy (both our 
own and those of the nations the UK trades with) and the 
actions of political leaders can undermine or strengthen 
business and investor confidence. 

Here we set out the principals we would like to see the UK 
Government adhere to and local stakeholders champion 
throughout Brexit negotiations. We also highlight the views 
of real businesses and business people in the Greater Birmingham area whose organisations and those 
like them are the lifeblood of our economy. 

We aim to work collaboratively with stakeholders to achieve the best possible Brexit for businesses. It is 
vital that politicians of all parties leave aside personal and party ambitions and prioritise the interests of 
the nation. 

As well as approaching stakeholders directly, we would like to encourage local and national political 
figures to engage with us and meet with our members to understand the issues and opportunities they 
face. Our policy team can be contacted on the details at the end of this document.

Paul Faulkner, CEO
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Businesses’ Views on Brexit

Among businesses in the West Midlands:

47% believe the UK should aim to stay in both the Single Market and the Customs Union
 

Just 4% believe that the UK should aim for WTO Rules or a “No Deal” Brexit
 

43% identify tariffs as a significant barrier to international trade
 

38% believe  restrictions on the rights of EU nationals to work in the UK would have a negative impact 
on their business
 

43% businesses supported a Brexit transition period of three years 
 

41% plan to start or grow exports to Western Europe over the next 3 years
 

35% cite Brexit as a top factor influencing their export strategy
 

19% only export to countries inside the European Union 
 

22% only import from countries inside the European Union
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Sources: 

October 2017: British Chambers of Commerce International Trade Survey, West Midlands Responses - 222
June 2017: British Chambers of Commerce Snap Poll on Brexit, West Midlands Responses – 247 respondents August 
2017: British Chambers of Commerce Workforce Survey, West Midlands Responses – 205 respondents

Business Brexit Priorities

The Greater Birmingham Chambers of Commerce back the British Chambers of Commerce’s Business 
Brexit Priorities. Below you will find a summary of these national principles alongside analysis of local 
context. 

On Trade:

The GBCC believe that the UK Government should:

• Keep tariffs with the EU to a minimum. 

• Focus on alleviating non-tariff barriers (NTBs) both with the EU and the rest of the world. 

• Ensure that UK businesses can continue to benefit from existing FTAs following Brexit. 

• Develop a robust consultation process to gather business views when negotiating future trade deals. 

• Revitalise and expand the trade mission, trade fairs and trade support programmes. 

• Ensure there is no sudden disruption to our trading relations with the EU after 2019. 
 

“Keeping trade barriers to a minimum is crucial for businesses in our region. With the city of a thousand 
trades at its heart, Greater Birmingham has long been a centre of commerce and trade with the rest of 
the world. Businesses in the region tell us that trade with the EU remains a key part of their business 
strategy regardless of Brexit, with 41% intending to start or grow exports to Western Europe alone over 
the next three years. Almost a fifth (19%) of local businesses import exclusively from countries inside the 
EU. Over a fifth (22%) only export to EU nations.
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“However, members also report that tariffs (43%) and non-tariff taxation (23%) represent significant 
barriers to trade with their target markets. Keeping these to an absolute minimum will be crucial in 
Brexit negotiations. 

“Our members make clear that a “no deal” scenario, seeing implementation of World Trade Organisation 
Rules in trade with the EU, is not acceptable with only 4% believing the UK Government should aim for it 
in Brexit negations.

“Businesses in the West Midlands trade extensively with the EU and nations with which the EU has 
existing FTAs. According the HMRC Regional Trade Statistics for 2016, 7 of the top 10 destinations for 
exports from the region are EU nations, as are 8 of the top 10 sources of imports. In terms of areas with 
existing FTAs or other relationships with the EU, the West Midlands has a particularly strong relationship 
with Turkey on imports to the region and South Korea, Canada, Switzerland and Turkey on exports.  

“Brexit is already playing on businesses minds with over a third, 35%, citing it as a primary factor 
influencing their export strategy.

“The agreement of the transition deal to the 31st December 2020 (subject to final agreement on the 
withdrawal treaty) provides welcome clarity for businesses on how long they can expect the “status 
quo” to continue. It also provides breathing space for the UK Government to agree new trade deals. 
However, in practice this is still only a relatively short period of time and it is vital that the Government 
ensures as smooth a journey from our current relationship with the EU and third nations to the “new 
world” post-transition.

“The Greater Birmingham Chambers of Commerce has significant expertise in helping businesses start 
and grow exports through our International Business Hub. We would welcome the opportunity to 
discuss with stakeholders the key components of international trade programmes that would make the 
greatest impact post Brexit.”

Henrietta Brealey, Director of Policy & Strategic Relationships, GBCC
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On Customs:
 
The GBCC believe that the UK Government should: 

• Develop future customs procedures at the UK border in partnership with business. 

• Work with Chambers of Commerce to develop a new UK rules of origin model for incorporation in 
new FTAs. 

• Introduce necessary measures to guarantee the UK’s position as a global distribution hub for 
Europe. 

• Provide support for businesses to prepare for any changes.

“The importance of the transport sector can be too easily underestimated with the result that its issues 
are not given the priority they deserve. It is not just that transport employs millions of people and is, on 
its own, responsible for a little under 4% of GDP but it is the lifeblood of the economy as a whole. 

 “HMRC has announced that it is recruiting up to 5,000 extra staff to deal with the additional workload 
involved after the UK leaves the EU. This number should be kept under review. Government must en-
sure that HMRC is properly staffed and that staff are properly trained. 

“HMRC plans to introduce the new Customs Declaration Service in place of the current CHIEF system 
in January 2019. HMRC itself has estimated that Brexit will result in an increase from 60 million to 300 
million in the number of customs declarations to be made. Given the history of government IT projects 
there must be serious concerns that it will ready for January 2019.
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“The proposed transition period gives a breathing space but it is crucial that this system is in place well in 
advance of the end of the transition period and that businesses do not have to cope with the bedding in of 
CDS at the same time as a new post Brexit customs regime.  
 
“Commercial vehicles registered in the UK are now able to circulate freely within the EU subject to cabo-
tage limits and UK hauliers who hold a Community Licence and a Standard International Operator’s Licence 
are able to operate internationally within the EU with minimal hurdles. Negotiations should treat the contin-
uance of these arrangements, or their replacement with an equally open agreement as a priority in transi-
tion and trade agreement talks.”  

Patrick Twist, Chair of the Greater Birmingham Chambers of Commerce Business Transport Group
 
“The GBCC’s Export Documentation team deliver almost 40,000 export documents each year and have a 
wealth of experience on export documentation from across the globe. We would welcome the opportunity 
to share this knowledge with stakeholders.” 
 
Henrietta Brealey, Director of Policy & Strategic Relationships, GBCC 

On Tax:

The GBCC believe that the UK Government should: 

• Ensure a clear transition period for the complex indirect tax issues facing businesses and trading 
partners. 

• Provide greater clarity on future tax system and future tax arbitration process. 

“Non-tariff barriers such as taxation can have a significant impact on businesses’ appetite for and ability to 
trade internationally.  Almost a quarter, 22%, of West Midlands based businesses highlight non-tariff taxa-
tion (tax arrangements between countries, VAT, royalties and dividends) as a significant barrier to trade. 

“One of the primary areas of concern from businesses who import from the EU is the impact of leaving the 
EU VAT area on cash flow. Leaving the EU VAT area will most likely mean (subject to the outcome of nego-
tiations) that businesses will need to pay VAT on products imported from the EU up front and claim them 
back via their next VAT return. This would represent a substantial change for businesses who heavily import 
from the EU with a significant impact on cash flow. Transition is hugely important to allow businesses to 
adjust and prepare and a “cliff edge” scenario must be avoided. Again, while the greater clarity now avail-
able on the expected transition deal is welcome, businesses will need to know the full detail of the future 
relationship with the EU well in advance of this in order to prepare. It cannot be used to kick tricky issues 
‘down the line’.”  
 
Henrietta Brealey, Director of Policy & Strategic Relationships, GBCC

On the Labour Market: 

• Clarity for businesses on hiring from EU countries during the transition period. 

• A future immigration policy that allows businesses to meet skills needs from the EU-27 and the rest of 
the world with minimal bureaucracy, cost or barriers.   

• A future immigration regime needs to be supported by an improved skills system and favourable labour 
market policy in the UK. 

“According to the Department for Work & Pensions’  NINo statistics, there were 12,689 National Insurance 
Number registrations from EU citizens in Birmingham alone in 2016/17. This was more than double those of 
every other nationality put together and an indicator of the significance of EU workers in the local labour 
market. 

“The importance of being able to access skills and labour from the EU post-Brexit varies significantly from 
industry to industry. Like the rest of the country, EEA employees in the region are particularly prevalent in 
the care, agriculture, manufacturing and accommodation and food services sectors.

Brexit Manifesto / 2018
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 “The majority of West Midlands businesses do not believe that they would be impacted by any future 
restriction on the rights of EU nationals to work in the UK (54%). However, over a third (38%) believe 
it would have a negative impact with 20% identifying slight negative and 18% identifying a significant 
negative  impact. 

“Just under 2 in 5 (38%) West Midlands businesses report having employees from other EU countries, 
with 22% of respondents saying they represent 1-9% of their workforce. Nearly half (48%) of West Mid-
lands businesses receive job applications for roles within their company from the EU or the rest of the 
world.  

“If EU nationals were to face future restrictions on their rights to work in the UK, just 6% of businesses 
said they would respond by paying additional costs to recruit from the EU (if possible). 41% of busi-
nesses said they would not be affected and almost one fifth (19%) said they would focus recruitment 
on UK workers. 

“Businesses in the region already report challenges finding the right staff to fill vacancies. Our GBCC 
Quarterly Business Report data has consistently shown that over half of firms attempting to recruit in 
Greater Birmingham have experienced some form of recruitment difficulty. Analysis of the local labour 
market in our Birmingham Economic Review for 2017 (in partnership with City-REDI) demonstrates 
that there is a significant undersupply of workers with high level qualifications in the city-region. This 
analysis indicates that 68,331 more Birmingham residents with NVQ Level 4+ qualifications are needed 
just to fill current skills gaps. 

“In order to be able to grow and succeed, businesses need to be sure that they can access the skills 
and labour they need either domestically or from around the world where those skills are in short sup-
ply in the UK or companies struggle to attract new UK recruits to their industry.”

Henrietta Brealey, Director of Policy & Strategic Relationships, GBCC
 
 

On EU Funding:

• Develop a new economic development funding system with maximum local autonomy, a strong 
voice for business priorities, and effectiveness in supporting economic growth. 

• Maintain UK access to the European Investment Bank. 

“The West Midlands is a significant beneficiary of EU funding. The EU budget for 2014-2020 allocated 
funding of £765 million for the West Midlands from the European Regional Development Fund (ERDF) 
and European Social Fund (ESF) alone with £213.5 million allocated to Greater Birmingham and Solihull 
LEP. Over the last three years, universities in the West Midlands have received over £100m in EU 
funding for research. 

“European funding is currently underpinning and enabling many projects and work streams that 
are vital to the region’s ongoing economic success. Prevalent among them are business support 
programmes (such as funding for start-up, export, innovation and Local Enterprise Partnership Growth 
Hub activities) and skills and employment support programmes (such as youth employment initiatives 
and skills support for employers).  

“It is vital that there is no gap of any kind in between EU funding coming to an end and a fully 
functioning UK alternative going live. Once projects lose their funding, their staff, databases, 
knowledge and networks all to often disappear with them leaving future projects in similar fields 
starting from scratch. Continuity is critical and the UK’s new funding systems need to be in place and 
EU funded projects certain of their future funding sources well before EU funding comes to an end.
 
“The West Midlands has also benefitted significantly from the UK’s access to the European Investment 
Bank. Over the years, many major infrastructure and transformative investment projects have received 
funding from the European Investment Bank. The Midlands Metropolitan Hospital, the £350 million 
hospital set to transform service provision and kick start significant regeneration in Smethwick, is one 
example currently under construction.”  
 
Henrietta Brealey, Director of Policy & Strategic Relationships, GBCC
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Beyond Brexit:
 
Ensuring that we get the best deal for businesses from Brexit is crucial. However, there are also a 
significant number of actions and policies that the UK Government can deliver now to ensure the UK 
is entering the post-Brexit world in the strongest possible position. During negotiations and beyond, 
businesses need reassurance, consistency and certainty to maintain and grow their confidence in the 
UK Government and UK as place to invest. Key priorities for business include: 

1. A skills & immigration system that is simple to navigate and responsive to businesses’ needs 
 
“In today’s global marketplace, ensuring businesses have access to the best and brightest talent 
and labour from around the world is vital for a competitive, modern economy. The UK Government 
has been clear in their aim to end free movement of people with the EU. Many businesses find the 
current UK immigration system for non-EU citizens difficult and time consuming to navigate. The 
Government must review and modernise the UK’s immigration system in light of the impact of 
Brexit.”  
 
Emily Stubbs, Policy & Patron Advisor, GBCC 

2. A long term International Trade strategy, responsive to local needs 
 
“The UK’s International Trade strategy has been subject to frequent change and reviews in recent 
years making it difficult for businesses to understand and engage. Businesses need the Government 
to take a long term approach, built around local, expert advisors, access to overseas networks and 
meaningful Government investment in overseas exhibitions and trade missions.”  
 
Henrietta Brealey, Director of Policy & Strategic Relationships, GBCC 

3. A tax system that incentivises investment 
 
“The UK’s tax system is one of the most complicated in the world. To maintain the UK’s 
competitiveness post-Brexit, the Government must undertake sustained and meaningful reform 
to streamline the system, move reliance away from input taxes (such as Business Rates) that 
discourage investment and fully modernise the design and administration of taxation for the digital 
age.”  
 
Raj Kandola, Senior Policy & Patron Advisor, GBCC 

4. A long term approach to investing in infrastructure which enables English regions to achieve their 
potential 
 
“Statistically, investment in infrastructure has been highly concentrated in London and the South 
East. Businesses need the UK Government to invest in strategic schemes (such as HS2 and beyond) 
that will unlock the economic potential of the regions. 
 
“Locally, politicians and civil servants must be mindful of the impact of their decisions on 
businesses in the region and consider them within their wider context. Greater Birmingham is 
undoubtedly experiencing a renaissance and there are a number of game-changing investments 
in the pipeline such as the Birmingham Commonwealth Games 2022, HS2, further stages of the 
Midlands Metro expansion and improvement works to the motorways.  
 
However, this investment does mean that at the same time as local businesses are facing 
uncertainty from Brexit and, in due course, will be adjusting to the terms of the final deal, they 
will also be navigating the necessary disruption caused by these major developments. Supporting 
businesses through this and ensuring the region remains and attractive place to live, work and grow 
a business while construction is underway is critical.”  
 
Raj Kandola, Senior Policy & Patron Advisor, GBCC 
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5. Engagement and partnership working with place based, business led organisations such as    
Chambers of Commerce 

“The Industrial Strategy represents an opportunity to meaningfully shift the dial on productivity and 
ensure we have the best possible environment for businesses to start and grow. 

“Through its approach to the Industrial Strategy, the Government has clearly set out its intention 
to focus on place. Chambers of Commerce have been at the heart of their business and civic 
communities for decades (or centuries, in the case of the GBCC) and are ideally placed to work 
with the Government and local stakeholders on ensuring local businesses views are heard, 
understood and acted on.”  
 
Paul Faulkner, CEO, GBCC 

6.  Clarifying decision making and responsibilities in the public sector 

“Navigating local and national Government structures can be challenging, particularly in light of 
new devolved and regional structures. Businesses need to know who to engage and work with to 
maximise opportunities and tackle challenges facing their organisations. Ensuring that all public 
sector institutions are clear in where their remits begin and end, how they collaborate with partners 
and avoid duplication is highly important. This is particularly true of cross cutting issues like skills.”  
 
Henrietta Brealey, Director of Policy & Strategic Relationships, GBCC
 
 
 
 

About the Greater Birmingham Chambers of Commerce
 
 
The Greater Birmingham Chambers of Commerce (GBCC) is here to connect, support and grow local 
businesses. Accredited by the British Chambers, we have acted as the voice of local businesses since 
1813. Today’s Chamber has over 2,900 members across six geographical and four themed divisions. We 
offer a diverse range of membership and business support services. 
 
 

Contact Us 

Henrietta Brealey
 
Director of Policy & Strategic Relationships
 
E: H.Brealey@birmingham-chamber.com 
 
W: www.greaterbirminghamchambers.com 
 
T: @grbhamchambers
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