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Background

The UK formally exited the European Union on the 31st January and the Withdrawal Agreement 
agreed with the EU (covering the Irish Border, citizens rights and the so called ‘divorce 
bill’ payments) entered into force. Within the Withdrawal Agreement was a clause that the 
transition period would come to an end on the 31st December 2020. During the transition 
period the UK is still bound to EU rules and regulations, which means that it is still part of the 
EU Single Market and Customs Union. Free movement of people will also continue until the end 
of the transition period. 

The UK and the EU have now moved on to the second stage of the negotiations which covers 
the future trading relationship. The UK government have consistently stated that they will 
not extend the transition period beyond the 31st December deadline. Furthermore, the UK 
government have said that if it does not look likely that a deal can be struck by June, they will 
escalate their no deal preparations. If both sides are unable to reach an agreement by the 31st 
December and an extension is not agreed between the two sides, the UK will leave without a 
trade agreement and by default would have to trade with the EU on World Trade Organisation 
(WTO) terms. Trading on WTO rules would mean that British Exporters would have the same 
level of access to EU markets as other countries without a trade agreement with the EU.  

What does a trade deal typically involve?

Trade negotiations usually take a lot longer than a year to complete with previous examples 
such as the EU’s free trade agreement with Canada, taking 5 years to be agreed upon and 
another 3 years before it came into force. Usually both sides enter into negotiations seeking 
to establish closer ties and a more integrated trading relationship but in this instance, the UK 
is already fully aligned with the European Union and is seeking to diverge from EU rules and 
standards.

Free Trade Agreements (FTAs) vary in scope and complexity. Trade deals typically involve 
negotiations over tariffs on goods which are taxes applied to imports. The aim of both sides is 
to try and negotiate a reduction (sometimes elimination of) of tariffs on their goods to make 
their goods more competitive on foreign markets. However, most trade agreements also try to 
bring about a reduction in other obstacles to trade which are referred to as non-tariff barriers. 
Non-tariff barriers include barriers such as regulation requirements, intellectual property 
requirements and quotas (limits on the total imports of a certain good). Other examples 
include limits on how much business foreign firms can do in a country and government 
procurement restrictions which ensure the government buys goods from domestic producers.  
Like with any negotiation, trade agreements involve complex trade offs between the competing 
priorities of both sides.    

Once an agreement has been reached between the two sides, it will require ratification. Both 
the UK parliament and the EU parliament will need to scrutinise and ratify any agreement 
before it can take effect.  The agreement will also need to be ratified by the European Council 
and all EU Member State governments as well. 

What are the UK and the EU’s negotiating objectives?

Market Access for Goods

The UK government has stated that its aim is to negotiate a comprehensive free trade 
agreement with the European Union along the lines of the EU’s trade deal with Canada (CETA). 
The UK wants liberalised market access for trade in goods with no tariffs, fees, charges and 
quantitative restrictions on trade.  The UK government wants to cooperate with the EU on 
addressing technical barriers to trade but has emphasised that it will maintain its own rules and 
regulations. 

2



The EU negotiating mandate also states that they would like to see no tariffs and quotas on 
goods. However, the EU is insisting that this would be dependent on the UK making legal 
commitments to a level playing field. 

Customs 

The UK government has stated that the agreement should provide for streamlined customs 
arrangements covering all trade in goods and it should include measures to minimise delays 
at the border associated with customs clearance.  The UK would also like to see provisions 
included to support the efficiency of documentary clearance, customs simplifications, 
transparency, advance rulings, and non-discrimination. 

The EU, like the UK, is aiming to reach an agreement that goes beyond the WTO Trade 
Facilitation Agreement. The EU negotiating mandate states that they would like to make the 
most of available facilitative arrangements and technologies and are seeking an agreement on 
the mutual recognition of Authorised Economic Operators programmes.  

Trade in Services

The UK would like to see minimal barriers in line with recent EU free trade agreements agreed 
with Canada and Japan. The UK would like to see substantial sectoral coverage and provisions 
which respects both parties’ rights to regulate. In regards to financial services the UK would like 
the EU to follow a structured process for withdrawing equivalency in financial services.

The EU would like to reach an agreement that goes beyond their WTO commitments taking 
into account the EU’s previous trade agreements. Like the UK they are also aiming for 
substantial sectoral coverage covering all modes of supply.    

Mutual Recognition of Professional qualifications

The UK is aiming for a mutual recognition of professional qualifications to ensure that 
qualification requirements do not become an unnecessary barrier to trade and enable 
professionals to carry on practising across the UK and the EU. The UK government has also 
stated that both parties should be able to set their own professional standards.  

The EU has stated that they are also looking for an agreement on the mutual recognition of 
professional qualifications. 

Public Procurement 

The UK does not mention public procurement in their negotiating mandate. 

The EU has stated that they would like to negotiate an agreement that covers public 
procurement and goes beyond commitments included in the WTOs Government Procurement 
Agreement.  

Intellectual Property

The UK is aiming for an agreement that goes beyond the standards set out in the WTO 
Agreement on Trade Related Aspects of Intellectual Property.  The UK government wants 
to maintain high standards of protection for IP rights, including registered IP rights such as 
patents, trademarks or designs as well as unregistered rights such as copyright, trade secrets 
or unregistered designs. 

The EU would also like to reach an agreement that goes further than the WTO Agreement on 
Trade Related Aspects of Intellectual Property. They would also like to develop mechanisms for 
cooperation and exchange of information between both parties on matters of mutual interest. 
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What do we know so far?

The transition period is set to end on the 31st December 2020 which means that the UK will 
no longer be a member of the EU Single Market and Customs Union. This means that UK 
companies will not have the same level of access to the EU markets as they have previously. 
Whilst there is very little detail on what the future trading relationship will look like, it is 
important that businesses make the necessary preparations where they can.  

For example, we know that the UK will no longer be a member of the EU Customs Union which 
means that UK companies will now face further checks at the border and will have to provide 
documentation when exporting goods to EU countries regardless of what the final trade 
agreement looks like. So it is important that UK businesses familiarise themselves with the 
process of submitting customs declarations on goods that are being imported and exported to 
the EU and other documentation that is currently required when exporting to countries outside 
of the EU.  

It is also the case that the UK could potentially leave the EU without a trade deal which means 
that it would have to trade with the EU on WTO rules. By making preparations (where they can) 
for this worst-case scenario, businesses will be as prepared as they can be for all eventualities.

What is the GBCC’s position on the Future Trading Relationship? 

Given the current circumstances surrounding the Coronavirus pandemic, the Chamber would 
like to see the government negotiate an extension to the Brexit transition period and provide 
businesses with a period of stability to help them recover. Businesses have been heavily 
impacted by the crisis and are suffering from severely depleted resources (both financial and 
personnel) and therefore have limited capacity to make the necessary preparations required. 
The government must also provide businesses with the clarity they need to plan effectively 
for the significant changes ahead as at the moment there is very little concrete information on 
what the future trading relationship will look like. 

The Chamber would like to see the government negotiate a comprehensive free trade 
agreement with the EU with no tariffs and quotas. This is vital for a number of sectors including 
retail, construction and manufacturing which remains a key sector for the West Midlands 
economy and it is important that they do not face upfront costs and are able to remain 
competitive with companies across Europe. Many of our businesses are also part of complex 
supply chains so it is essential that both sides work to reach an agreement that does not result 
in more bureaucracy and burdensome procedures when exporting and importing goods from 
the EU. Delays at the border will have a significant impact on cashflow and businesses that 
rely on just-in-time supply chains. It is also important that the UK maintains close regulatory 
cooperation with the EU and secures a mutual recognition of standards across a number of 
sectors such as the life sciences and food & drink to ensure that non-tariff barriers remain low.
 
The GBCC will be working hard to ensure local businesses are kept informed as further 
information becomes available on the future trading relationship. We are here to help and 
have a range of free training course, videos, webinars and resources designed for helping local 
businesses get through Brexit. 
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