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MAIN CHALLENGES AND IMPLICATIONS

The UK’s withdrawal from the EU customs union and single market will give rise to economic and 
market changes as a result of:

 �  The creation of the UK as a separate customs and regulatory territory. All ACP horticultural 
exporters will have to ensure that UK-only trade arrangements are in place in order to 
guarantee continued duty-free access to the UK market beyond 1 January 2021.

 �  The altered trade regulatory framework for the conduct of trade across EU/UK borders. 
This will affect ACP horticultural exporters using triangular supply chains to reach their final 
UK customers.

 �  The UK’s own autonomously determined global tariff policy.

Horticultural exporters will need to deal with:

 �  The changes to the administrative basis for the conduct of trade

 �  The economic and market changes arising from the redefinition of the UK’s trade relationship 
with the EU

 �  The implementation of the UK’s autonomous trade policy.

Creation of a separate UK customs and regulatory territory
The departure of the UK from the EU customs union requires UK-only arrangements to be agreed 
to ensure ACP goods continue to enjoy duty-free access to the UK market from 1 January 2021.

This is already assured for least developed countries through the UK’s unilateral announcement 
of an identical duty-free/quota-free access arrangement to that currently enjoyed under the EU’s 
Everything But Arms (EBA) initiative.

Most ACP countries whose exporters trade under an EU Economic Partnership Agreement (EPA) 
have “rolled over”, or are in the process of completing, a parallel agreement with the UK that will 
guarantee continued duty-free access to the UK market from 1 January 2021 (see Tariff issues in 
trade with the UK).

However, there are concerns that these agreements do not entirely address the changes faced 
by ACP horticultural exporters delivering products to the UK market via the EU, given the rules of 
origin requirements which will now apply to goods crossing an EU/UK customs border.

The principal regulatory challenges impacting on ACP horticultural exporters will relate to:

 �  The introduction of UK-only phytosanitary import control measures
 �  The new rules of origin requirements faced by goods crossing an EU/UK border

 �  The validity of existing organic certification for goods placed for sale on the UK/EU organic 
product markets beyond 2023, given the agreed EU/UK mutual recognition arrangements 
for certification of organic products will be reviewed in 2023. 

These measures will add costs, particularly for ACP exporters using triangular supply chains. For 
short shelf-life products, value will potentially be lost from the supply chain as goods are delayed 
in transit to end customers.

However, changes to the UK phytosanitary import regime could also see a reduction in the 
strictness of UK import controls. This would benefit products that do not pose any phytosanitary 
risk, given  the UK’s specific agri-climatic conditions.
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Altered basis for the conduct of trade across EU/UK borders
The new EU/UK border controls will both add costs to the onward shipping process and generate 
delays in the delivery of products to the final customers in the UK. These delays are likely to have 
the greatest impact on ACP short shelf-life products exported along triangular supply chains 
during the first six months of 2021.

Overall, for all goods, freight forwarders in the UK are expecting the scale of these delays to result 
in a 20% reduction in the volume of third-country goods delivered to market via triangular supply 
chains, as a result of changes to the basis for moving goods across the EU/UK border.1 

UK’s autonomously determined global tariff policy
In the first instance, the UK’s autonomously determined  global tariff policy will primarily affect the 
horticulture sector through the UK’s autonomous “Most Favoured Nation” (MFN) tariff schedule. 

In May 2020 the UK announced its MFN tariff schedule, which will be applied by the UK from 1 
January 2021. This announced schedule  entails only minor changes to the standard MFN tariffs 
applied while the UK was part of the EU.

Full details of the UK MFN tariffs for specific goods can be checked via the UK Government’s UK 
Global Tariff search engine.

Direct and indirect exports of fruit and vegetables from ACP countries to the UK will be affected 
by the new UK’s MFN tariff schedule. Indeed, the MFN baseline tariff provides the benchmark 
against which further tariff preferences are granted under the Generalised Scheme of Preferences 
(GSP) tariff schedule.

Details of the new UK’s autonomous GSP, which largely mirrors the EU scheme, were published on 
10 November and can be found in the UK Government Guidance: Trading with developing nations 
from 1 January 2021.
In due course the UK may conclude new free trade area agreements with third countries that 
grant further tariff preferences to suppliers from these countries. This could directly impact on the 
competitive position of ACP horticultural exporters on the UK market. Potential examples include 
a possible UK trade agreement with India in the context of extensive investment in the production 
of cut flowers for export.

For the first time from 1 January 2021, triangularly traded ACP exports will need a proof of origin 
when crossing an EU/UK border. If the documentation of the ACP origin is not fully ensured, the 
standard MFN tariffs might apply to ACP horticultural exports, instead of their tariff preferences.

Impacts on ACP horticultural exporters
Individual ACP horticultural exporters will be impacted differently by the consequences of the 
UK’s withdrawal from the EU customs union and single market. Impacts will depend on:

 �  The routes used to transport goods to the UK and/or EU27 markets

 �  The nature and shelf life of the products being exported: Short shelf-life products are more 
vulnerable to delays (particularly along triangular supply chains) than longer shelf-life 
products.

 �  Contractual arrangements concerning payment for horticultural products delivered to 
customers (see A summary of key contractual concerns).

1 The Loadstar, ‘Not ready for Brexit means a hairy January for trade’, 9 November 2020 https://www.fpcfreshtalkdaily.co.uk/
single-post/not-ready-for-brexit-means-a-hairy-january-for-trade

https://www.fpcfreshtalkdaily.co.uk/single-post/not-ready-for-brexit-means-a-hairy-january-for-trade
https://www.fpcfreshtalkdaily.co.uk/single-post/not-ready-for-brexit-means-a-hairy-january-for-trade
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TRIANGULAR SUPPLY CHAINS

What are triangular supply chains?
Triangular supply chains refer to the supply process where exported goods are:

 �  First landed in an EU27 Member State before being forwarded to the UK and/or 
neighbouring EU27 countries, or

 �  First landed in the UK before being forwarded to an EU27 Member State (most notably the 
Republic of Ireland), or

 �  Landed in an EU27 Member State before transiting through the UK “land bridge” route to 
markets in the Republic of Ireland.

Since the creation of the single internal market between EU Member States in 1993, a growing 
ACP trade into the UK market has taken place along triangular supply chains. In the UK horticulture 
sector, the removal of barriers in internal EU trade has facilitated a shift towards just-in-time supply 
chains with very tight delivery schedules (16–20 hours).

The reasons for triangular supply chains
The development of triangular supply chains in the horticulture sector results from a variety of 
factors, including:

 �  Particular marketing expertise built up in an EU Member State (e.g. Dutch horticulture 
trading networks)

 �  Particular marketing infrastructure built up in an EU Member State (e.g. Dutch cut flower 
auctions)

 �  Economies of scale that require consolidation of cargoes to make intercontinental shipping 
commercially viable

 �  Economic factors linked to commercial shipping arrangements (e.g. availability of cheap air-
freight rates linked to tourism development)

 �  Policy-driven commercial considerations (e.g. lower phytosanitary inspection charges and 
handling fees in some Member States)

 �  Limited availability of shipping routes to EU markets.

Why are ACP triangular supply chains vulnerable to Brexit disruptions?
Triangular supply chains for the delivery of ACP horticultural products are particularly vulnerable 
to Brexit-related disruptions because:

 �  The UK’s withdrawal from the EU customs union and single market will create new trade 
administration barriers to the movement of goods across the UK/EU27 border. These will 
increase costs and are likely to result in delays that could reduce the value of delivered 
products. If not properly prepared for, these new barriers could result in denial of access 
to the UK market and the complete commercial loss of consignments. Rules of origin 
verification requirements are likely to pose particular challenges in the early post Brexit 
period, given the lack of experience of EU/UK traders of the procedures which need to be 
followed in documenting the origin of the products moved across an EU/UK border. In the 
absence of diagonal cumulation provisions in the EU/UK trade agreement, the Common 
Transit Convention will need to be extensively used in moving goods along triangular 
supply chains.



8

 �  Enormous new demand on UK border control services will arise along current roll-on, roll-
off (RORO) ferry routes used by ACP triangular horticulture exporters, with an estimated 
over 200 million new customs declarations across all routes for the import of goods from 
the territory of the EU. This will place a strain on border clearance operations in the UK, 
potentially resulting in transport delays and disruptions that will reduce the value of 
delivered products.

 �  There will be a need for UK-only phytosanitary inspections, even where horticultural 
products travelling along triangular supply chains have already been cleared by EU 
phytosanitary authorities. This will duplicate phytosanitary import inspection costs along 
ACP triangular supply chains.

 �  Establishing new UK phytosanitary inspection facilities that are established at inland sites 
away from the main RoRo ports of entry for EU/UK trade could lengthen delivery times 
for ACP horticultural products delivered to the UK market via initial ports of landing in an 
EU Member State, further increasing onward shipping costs and reducing the value of 
delivered goods.

 �  There is potential for a shortage of road haulage services and increased costs of road 
haulage along EU/UK routes as EU27-based hauliers become reluctant to tie up capacity 
along EU/UK routes.

How can ACP horticultural exporters limit the impacts on their triangular 
supply chains?
ACP horticultural producers exporting to the UK via initial ports of landing in an EU27 Member 
State (mainly the Netherlands, Belgium and France) will need to review their existing routes to the 
UK market. They will need to assess their vulnerability to all likely Brexit-related trade disruptions, 
and the sources of additional costs in getting their goods to customers in the UK.

Following points have to be taken into account:

 �  The ability of ACP horticultural exporters to adjust their international routes to market will 
vary according to the reason for the use of triangular supply chains to serve the UK market.

 �  In many regions, the ability of ACP horticultural exporters to adjust their intercontinental 
routes to markets will already have been profoundly impacted by the Covid-19 crisis, 
especially by air-freight service disruptions.

 �  The potential for trade disruption varies according to the specific functioning of the 
particular triangular trade supply chain. The seriousness of the disruptions encountered 
will depend on the nature of the product (notably its shelf life) and the nature of the supply 
chain (e.g. part of a just-in-time supply chain arrangement with a tight delivery schedule).

There has been a recent expansion of services: EU27 ferry services to UK east coast and inland 
ports (e.g. Tilbury on the north bank of the Thames), as well as ferry services from the Iberian 
Peninsula to west coast UK ports. 

This expansion of services is creating more options for the delivery of goods to the UK via routes 
that avoid the projected road transportation disruptions in the south east of England in the county 
of Kent.

However, there are constraints on the use of these new routes: they are largely geared to the 
handling of unaccompanied containerised cargoes, which may not be suitable for the onward 
shipment of some ACP air-freighted horticultural products.

Along triangular supply chains, the concrete impact of Brexit will have to be assessed for each 
horticultural product and supply chain.




