
Food and Drink Federation | 6th Floor | 10 Bloomsbury Way | London WC1A 2SL | Tel: +44 (0)20 7836 2460 | www.fdf.org.uk Updated 13 March 2019 
Registered office as above. Registered in London with limited liability. Certificate of Incorporation no. 210572. VAT number: 761253541. The Food and Drink Federation seeks to ensure that information and guidance it provides are correct but accepts no liability in respect thereof. Such 
information and guidance are not substitutes for specific legal or other professional advice. 

 

 

Tariffs explained 

The following table sets out some of the key terminology about tariffs. 

Tariff What is it? Brexit status 

Bound tariffs These are the limits on tariff levels that Governments negotiate and commit to when 
joining the WTO. They set the maximum MFN applied tariff level that can be used 
for each product code. 

Bound tariffs are not necessarily the rate that is applied in practice to imported 
goods. 

To establish itself as an independent WTO 
member, the UK must agree its bound tariffs. 

In July 2018, Government submitted its goods 
schedule for certification at the WTO and its 
bound tariffs replicate the EU’s. 

MFN applied tariffs Most Favoured Nation (MFN) applied tariffs are what matters for businesses. These 
are the duties countries apply to imports from other WTO members where there is 
no preferential trade deal. These tariffs can be expressed in four ways: 

Ad Valorem duties are charged as a simple percentage of the value of goods 
imported. e.g. tuna in vegetable oil attracts an EU MFN duty of 25% of the value of 
the good. 

Specific duties are charged according to the volume of a good imported e.g. fresh 
banana attracts an EU MFN duty of €114 per tonne. 

Compound duties are made up of both of the above e.g. a beef burger attracts an 
ad valorem duty of 12.8% of the value of the good plus an additional specific duty of 
€304.10 per 100kg. 

Tariff Rate Quotas are a reduced/zero tariff for a limited volume of goods with a 
higher tariff applying to further imports e.g. 7,000 tonnes of pigmeat can be 
imported into the EU duty free, after which a tariff of up to €869 per tonne applies. 

Government published details of plans for UK 
MFN applied tariffs in the event of a no deal 
Brexit on 13 March 2019. 

This attempts to avoid consumer price rises, 
protect sensitive UK production, ensure 
negotiating capital for future preferential trade 
agreement talks with third countries, and ensure 
the world’s Least Developed Countries maintain 
preferential access to the UK. 

Government confirmed it would not impose tariffs 
on imports from the Republic of Ireland to 
Northern Ireland. 

Further details can be found in FDF’s summary 
note of the announcement. 

Preferential tariffs These are where a country offers access to imports at rates that are lower than 
applied/MFN rates because of: 

1. being a signatory to a reciprocal preferential trade agreement such as a customs 
union or a Free Trade Agreement (FTA) with one or more partner countries. 

2. providing unilateral preferential tariffs to the world’s least developed countries 
(LDCs) with no reciprocal preferential access e.g. the EU’s Generalised Scheme 
of Preferences (GSP). 

UK Government is seeking to maintain access to 
the EU’s existing preferential trade agreements. 
The current state of play is set out here, with a 
number of these agreements due to expire in the 
absence of a formal agreement. 

They have also indicated that they intend to 
replicate the EU’s unilateral trade preferences to 
LDCs. 

http://www.fdf.org.uk/
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/762822/UKs_Goods_Schedule_at_the_WTO.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/762822/UKs_Goods_Schedule_at_the_WTO.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/785554/Tariff_Reference_Document_12_March_2019.pdf
https://www.fdf.org.uk/CWG-022-19
https://www.fdf.org.uk/CWG-022-19
https://www.fdf.org.uk/membersonly/general/FTA_Continuity_State_of_Play.docx
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How to calculate no deal Brexit tariffs 

There are a number of online tariff calculator tools from UK Government, the European 
Commission (EC) and the World Trade Organization (WTO). Government is currently beta testing 
a UK replacement to the EU’s Market Access Database which will provide tariff information for 
importers and exporters and on non-tariff barriers. In the guidance below, we use the EC tool. 
Businesses seeking to identify product codes may wish to see this website and to see this 
guidance on applying for a legally binding decision on UK import tariffs. 

1. Exports to the EU 

In a no deal Brexit scenario, UK exports to the EU will face the EU’s MFN applied tariffs until such 
time as a preferential trade deal is put in place. These EU tariff rates are prohibitively high for 
agrifood and drink, with peaks in many product categories of more than 100%. 

No deal tariffs for exports to the EU 

1. Visit the EU’s Market Access Database website (“EU tariffs” section): 
http://madb.europa.eu/madb/euTariffs.htm 

2. Select United States of America as the country because their exports are subject to the EU’s MFN 
applied tariff rate. 

3. Enter the product code for your export [click “Find my product code” to look it up if you do not have it to 
hand]. 

4. The website will then show the EU import duties applying to that product which will be listed as “Third 
country duty” and where relevant any TRQs that may be available. 

 
  

https://www.trade-tariff.service.gov.uk/trade-tariff/sections
http://madb.europa.eu/madb/
http://madb.europa.eu/madb/
https://www.wto.org/english/tratop_e/tariffs_e/tariff_data_e.htm
https://www.gov.uk/trade-tariff
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/apply-for-a-binding-tariff-information-decision-notice-600
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/apply-for-a-binding-tariff-information-decision-notice-600
http://madb.europa.eu/madb/euTariffs.htm
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2. Exports to EU FTA partners 

UK Government is negotiating with each of the EU’s existing preferential trade partners with the 
aim of delivering continued market access on the same terms. It is clear that it will not be possible 
to reach agreement and ratify all of these deals by 29 March 2019. The latest state of play for each 
of these negotiations is set out here. 

No deal tariffs for exports to EU FTA partners (with and without continuity deals) 

1. Visit the EU’s Market Access Database website (“Export from EU” section): 
http://madb.europa.eu/madb/ 

2. Select the relevant FTA partner in the “MADB quick search” box. 

3. Enter the product code for your export [click “Find product code” to look it up if you do not have it to 
hand]. 

4. The website will then show the potential tariffs that could apply to that product in the columns to the right 
of the product description. 

5. The “EU” column lists the tariff that would apply in a no deal scenario if UK Government secures a 
continuity agreement with the third country. 

6. The “MFN” column lists the tariff that would apply in a no deal scenario in which the UK is not able to 
secure continued preferential access. 

  

https://www.fdf.org.uk/membersonly/general/FTA_Continuity_State_of_Play.docx
http://madb.europa.eu/madb/
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3. Imports from the EU 

Government confirmed plans for the UK’s MFN applied import tariffs on 13 March 2019, which 
includes a mixture of tariffs set to zero, EU MFN’s, reduced EU MFNs and TRQs. Government has 
not updated details of tariffs on its online tariff calculator and will only do this when and if confirmed 
the UK will leave the EU with no deal. 

At present, the best sources for identifying implications for your products is by checking your 
commodity codes in the following documents: 

1. The full tariff of the UK 

2. Spreadsheet comparing Most Favoured Nation (MFN), preferential and TRQ rates 

3. Details of Tariff Rate Quotas (TRQs) that will apply 

4. Imports from EU FTA partners 

It is not certain which of the EU’s preferential agreements will continue to apply and in a no deal 
scenario we do not yet know the UK’s MFN applied tariff rate which would otherwise apply to 
imports from these countries. 

The following steps can be used to identify both the existing preferential tariff rate and the EU’s 
MFN applied tariff (i.e. the maximum potential exposure from Government’s options). 

No deal tariffs for imports from EU FTA partners (with and without continuity deals) 

1. Visit the EU’s Market Access Database website (“EU tariffs” section): 
http://madb.europa.eu/madb/euTariffs.htm 

2. Select the FTA partner from which you are importing. 

3. Enter the product code for your import [click “Find my product code” to look it up if you do not have it to 
hand]. 

4. The line marked “Third country duty” sets out the EU’s MFN applied tariff which would apply in a no deal 
scenario if UK Government fails to secure a continuity agreement with the third country. 

5. The line listed next to the country selected (marked “tariff preference”) sets out the preferential tariff rate 
which would apply in a no deal scenario if the UK Government is able to secure a continuity agreement 
with the third country. 

https://www.gov.uk/guidance/check-temporary-rates-of-customs-duty-on-imports-after-eu-exit
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/785554/Tariff_Reference_Document_12_March_2019.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/785634/preferential-mfn-and-quota-rates-of-customs-duty.xlsx
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/785571/TRQ_-_Ref_Doc.pdf
http://madb.europa.eu/madb/euTariffs.htm
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FDF response to announcement on UK tariffs (13 March 2019) 

Commenting on this morning's announcement on UK tariffs, FDF Chief Executive Ian Wright CBE 
said: 

“Today's announcement on tariffs underlines why the UK is not ready to exit the EU on 29 March. 
Business cannot adapt to this new regime in just two weeks. It is disgraceful; that we are, only 
now, getting to see these. There must be proper consultation with business before a change of this 
magnitude is introduced. 

“We were promised that business would only have to adapt to one new change of rules; it's now 
clear that promise has not been kept. 

“This new system is confusing and complex. It includes some zero tariffs, some new tariffs and 
some quotas. Some foodstuffs qualify for partial protection and some not for any protection at all; 
with little logic to explain the difference. New tariffs will apply to some foods that are currently 
imported tariff- free, yet no tariffs will be applied to goods that cross the border between Ireland 
and Northern Ireland. This is likely to result in massive trade distortions. 

“In a world where it is costly and complex to export finished goods to the EU, and costly and 
complex to import key ingredients, many food and drink manufacturers who trade with the EU will 
surely question whether the UK is the right place for them to be. 

“This is yet another reason why Parliament must, this evening, act decisively to remove the threat 
of exiting the EU without a deal on 29 March 2019.”  
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Overview of UK tariff options 

This section sets out some further detail on the four options outlined by UK Government for UK 
tariffs in the event of a no deal Brexit scenario and a selection of concerns shared by FDF 
members on implications of each option. It is clear from our discussions with members that there is 
no single preferred option, with each option presenting unique benefits and risks depending on the 
supply chain model operated by individual businesses. 

a. Replicating the EU’s MFN applied tariff (UK could maintain tariff-free access to imports 
from the world’s Least Developed Countries) 

This would mirror the EU’s protections provided to domestic producers, but would add a large cost 
to companies that depend on duty free imports of ingredients, raw materials and finished products 
from the EU for just-in-time manufacturing. This would make agrifood and drink products 
significantly less competitive to produce in the UK and to sell in both the UK and export markets. 

EU MFN tariffs for agrifood and drink average more than 20% and have peaks exceeding 100% on 
meat (up to 104%), fruit and vegetables (up to 157%), oilseeds (Up to 170%), sugars and 
confectionery (up to 127%), and beverages (up to 152%). 

It would present particular challenges where goods currently cross the border more than once 
during the manufacturing process. For example, consumer products imported from bakeries in the 
Republic of Ireland (ROI) for sale in the UK containing flour milled in Northern Ireland. In practical 
terms, this could mean: 

• Tariffs on wheat imported into the UK from France; 

• Tariffs on flour exported by UK millers to ROI; and 

• Tariffs on finished baked products imported into the UK. 

b. Applying tariffs as above but with some amendments e.g. where goods are not 
produced domestically (e.g. olive oil, oranges) 

This is an attractive option for some members to avoid prohibitively high MFN applied tariffs, 
however it would depend on Government having a thorough understanding of supply chains and 
essential movements of ingredients and products, seasonality and potential implications for 
commodity markets. Any miscalculations could present challenges: 

• Ingredients, raw materials or finished products being priced out of the UK market; 

• UK processing of raw materials (e.g. rice milling) facing challenges if the difference in tariffs 
between raw and processed products changes; 

• UK manufacturing facing unfair competition from EU producers that operate at a 
commercial advantage as a result of protection from higher EU tariffs blocking UK exports; 

• implications for the world’s Least Developed Countries if tariff reductions undermine their 
preferential access to the UK market. 

In many cases, ingredients are not produced in sufficient quantities all year round in the UK (e.g. 
high protein wheat for use in baking) or there is not sufficient UK processing capacity to produce 
the ingredients required by manufacturers (e.g. limited production of powdered milk, egg, meat and 
mushroom powders). 

It would also weaken the UK’s negotiating position in future talks on free trade agreements with 
third countries. 

https://www.gov.uk/government/news/government-pledges-to-help-improve-access-to-uk-markets-for-worlds-poorest-countries-post-brexit
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c. Unilaterally setting import tariffs to zero, at least for a time-limited period 

Again, this option would be attractive in terms of avoiding new costs to some UK manufacturers. It 
would apply to imports from all WTO member states, so could offer producers access to imported 
raw materials that are not currently accessible due to the EU’s high tariff rates. 

However, setting all tariffs to zero would fatally undermine the ability of the UK to negotiate Free 
Trade Agreements and secure benefits for improved market access for UK exporters in third 
countries. 

It would undermine the existing level playing field between producers in the EU and UK. UK 
producers would be barred from exporting to the EU because of the EU’s prohibitively high MFN 
tariff rates whereas EU producers would face no tariffs. UK products would be significantly less 
competitive on the EU market whereas EU producers would retain unconstrained access. 

As noted above, it would also mean certain UK processing industries would no longer be viable as 
they would be undercut by cheaper production from other countries. Imports of products and 
ingredients produced to lower environmental sustainability and animal welfare standards would no 
longer be blocked from entering the market by tariffs. 

Companies have built their supply chains around our existing tariff free access to the EU and its 
FTA partners, allocating staff and resources to these locations. If the rest of the world were given 
tariff free access, this could undermine the competitiveness of UK industry and put jobs at risk. 

This would undermine preferential access provided to the world’s Least Developed Countries. 

d. Putting in place TRQs to allow a specified volume of products to be imported each year, 
potentially based on existing import flows from the EU 

This would involve putting in place quotas that would allow reduced tariff/duty free imports of a set 
volume of products based on existing trade levels. This would be a good option to limit potential 
harmful impacts for agrifood markets and potentially harmful surges of imports into the UK that 
would otherwise present risks for UK production. 

Major questions remain around how this system would be administrated as there are a wide range 
of possible options. There are significant concerns that there is simply not sufficient time remaining 
to do this ahead of 29 March while also ensuring businesses, and SMEs in particular, are aware of 
the TRQs and processes involved so they are ready to face new bureaucratic requirements. 

The fact that TRQs have a quantitative limit would effectively mean a constraint on business 
growth e.g. there would be little point building a second production site if there was not the 
possibility of obtaining an increased volume of raw materials where domestic agri production is 
constrained and an import quota has been exhausted. Also, it may mean that UK producers would 
be unable to fulfil new orders or increased demand for products from UK retailers. 

It would also effectively mean Government playing a more active role intervening in markets and 
potentially having to make decisions on which companies can access a quota. This would require 
Government to have a detailed understanding of supply chains and UK production. Alternatively, a 
‘first come, first served’ system could lead to a free for all among importers and might present a 
risk of hoarding of quotas. 


