
 
 

The case for a UK/EU SPS agreement 

With regulatory imbalance continuing to affect trade the next phase of a functional Brexit is forming a 

Sanitary and Phytosanitary (SPS) Agreement that, as described in the Trade and Cooperation Agreement, 

‘eases the burden of trade’ 
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The real-world impact of Brexit   

• The signing of the TCA in 2020 marked the end of the Government’s transition out of the EU, but for British 

businesses the process had only just begun. Overnight decades’ worth of rapid and robust supply chains 

framed by British membership in the EU were overturned.  

• Since January 2021, British poultry meat - unchanged in standards or regulation – has been subjected to 

requirements imposed on imports to the EU from third countries, including sanitary and phytosanitary (SPS) 

controls: a stringent regime of export health certificates (EHCs), inspections at border control posts (BCPs), 

and customs procedures. British product has not changed but the system through which it moves has.  

• Despite trying to mitigate barriers and absorb costs to get food where it needs to be, Britain’s poultry 

producers have found these new costly processes unnecessarily resource-intensive, burdensome, and slow. 

• Two years of adjusting to the conditions of third country trading has taught us which parts of the system 

must evolve to ensure sustainable trade with our most important trading partner.  

• The next phase of functional trade with the EU is coming to a sensible and mutually beneficial SPS 

agreement. 

• These are structural issues that must be addressed urgently to bolster British businesses and level the 

playing field when trading with the EU. 

Why we need an agreement   

• The TCA is intended to allow British businesses to ‘trade freely’ with the EU but this is not reflective in the 

real-world impact of third country trading.  

• The current system, with British exporters facing burdensome SPS checks, is not designed for third countries 

to trade freely with the EU. The trade system that works for countries on the other side of the world is not 

designed for perishable, just-in-time supply chains.   

• Businesses have continued to mitigate challenges and absorb costs. Yet to thrive, not just survive, 

recognition of mutually beneficial standards and practices with our most vital trading partner must be 

agreed upon to ensure fair and competitive trade. 

• We welcome the formation of the Trade Specialised Committee on Sanitary and Phytosanitary Measures and 

acknowledge this as a positive step in the right direction. Further to their first, and to date only, meeting in 

September 2021, action needs to be urgently taken to ensure a level playing field for British businesses. We 

would welcome more information on the purpose of this committee and are open to provide industry 

support or insight where needed before the Committee’s next scheduled meeting in October 2022, when it 

will be too late to secure any meaningful action. 

What can be addressed in a Veterinary Agreement with the EU? 

Rules on moving poultry between the UK, EU and NI are unbalanced and continue to burden British food 

producers in their efforts to keep food moving. These are systemic challenges that are not getting any 

easier to mitigate. To get the most out of the Trade and Co-operation Agreement (TCA) we must make 

relations with our largest and closest trading partner as efficient and as fair as possible. We require a 

working SPS Agreement that allows us to trade freely with the EU.   

 

https://www.gov.uk/government/news/prime-minister-pledges-to-build-on-brexit-achievements-in-2022


 
 
1) A consistent, mutual approach to certification checks (reduction or elimination) to maintain fair and competitive 

trade. 

Problem 

• EHCs are required for exports to the EU and NI, costing exporters over £60 million in additional costs in 2021 

and our EU partners nothing. EU exporters have faced near-frictionless trade coming into the UK for over a 

year and can expect the same luxury until July 2022. 

• The current system is not fair. In allowing open borders for imports – and not enforcing UK standards – we 

are undercutting our own food producers and risking our country’s food security.  

Solution 

• Specifically outlining a mutual understanding that both parties are operating to agreed and recognisable 

standards in a SPS Agreement means that there can be a reduction or elimination of checks to reduce the 

immediate burden of trading food and feed into the EU. 

• This will also bring mutual benefit in July 2022 when full import checks begin for product coming into the 

country from the EU and these daily problems intensify. 

 

2) Secure flexible border arrangements in light of a shortage of Official Veterinarians (OVs) to ensure minimal 

disruption to just-in-time supply chains.  

Problem 

• The completion of an EHC is unique to a consignment and requires the signature of an Official Veterinarian 

(OV), but there is currently a shortage of OVs in the UK. 95% of FSA vets are non-UK citizens. 

• The lack of OVs plus the amount of burdensome administration is slowing down the process of getting food 

to where it needs to be.   

Solution 

• Industry needs confidence that Government is putting the necessary processes and resources in place to 

deal with what will become an even greater task in July when imports face the same checks as exports, or 

we will see large delays at the port and quality food going to waste.  

• An agreement can specify a reduction or elimination of checks with the EU to take administrative pressure 

off businesses. It can also highlight the urgency of which these systems need to modernise - digitising pen 

and paper checks will speed up the efficiency of the process, with less room for error. Given the shortage of 

OVs, it must also be specified that consignments can be signed remotely to take the pressure off vets. 

 

3) Securing rules and correcting terminology for trading with the EU under bird flu 

Problem 

• Avian Influenza is a unique challenge to the industry and our largest threat. We currently find ourselves amid 

the worst bird flu crisis we have ever seen. The real-world impact of Brexit means bird flu comes at a great 

commercial impact.    

• When bird flu is confirmed, the area around the infected premises is put into a 90-day control zone. EU 
controls on third country imports dictated by new veterinary certification required from 15th January 2022 
state that no meat or live poultry from a premises in the zone, or from birds that have ‘passed through’ one 
of these zones, can be exported into the EU and NI during that 90-day period. These controls are not 
reciprocated by the UK Government on imports from the EU.   

• Where disease is in high concentration, zones can overlap into major transport routes, including motorways 
and main A-roads. The consequence is a compromise on producers’ ability to keep food moving. Businesses 
can end up trapped in restrictions despite potentially having no cases of bird flu onsite, forced to redirect 
live haul lorries around zones if they wish to export meat to the EU and NI. This would take place via small 
roads through villages, posing a risk to the environment, bird welfare, and driver hours (longer journey 



 
 

times) – not to mention increasing journey times at a time when Government are consulting on the potential 
implementation of significant changes to requirements for the transport of birds.   

• With more cases come more zones, with more British businesses trapped in restrictions. Unreciprocated 

controls between the UK and EU and NI mean that these issues must be corrected immediately to avoid 

further burdens on producers and a compromise on our ability to keep food moving. 

 

Solution 

• We can expect a detrimental effect on the viability of British poultry businesses if quality food from healthy 

birds cannot be exported into the EU due to the fact it happens to ‘pass through’ a control zone.  

• It is essential we correct this and amend phraseology in a mutual agreement with the EU to avoid further 

detriment to trade under bird flu.    

A SPS Agreement is about doing what is best for British trade right now 

• The notion that British standards are either equal to or better than EU standards is meaningless if we are not 

prepared to back it up. A mutual agreement that corrects the problems we are encountering on a daily basis 

acknowledges the very low risks from SPS trade between UK and EU. This means border processes can be 

reduced. 

• Forming an agreement is not signing up to EU law, nor does it have to be a permanent fixture. It is about 

taking ownership of our own standards in the short-term, enhancing the potential of British trade in this 

phase of a functioning Brexit, and finding solutions to current burdens. 

• The system is not balanced. Unnecessary barriers like SPS checks must be reduced and complications such as 

trade from a bird flu control zone must be solved to ensure trade with the EU is as sustainable as possible. 

We need to invest in solutions now to avoid further jeopardy to British businesses come July 2022. 

• We welcome the formation of the Trade Specialised Committee on Sanitary and Phytosanitary Measures and 

acknowledge that step in the right direction. However, further to their meeting in September 2021, progress 

must be made to ensure we do not lose out as both an industry and a nation on global trade. 

• We have an opportunity to do what we like with our trade systems. At present, trade with the EU is 

imbalanced and does not nurture British producers’ just-in-time supply chains.  

• The solution is a mutually beneficial agreement that reduces or eliminates SPS checks, secures flexibility in 

border arrangements and processes, and corrects errors in terminology in current rules. This will level the 

playing field to ensure trade with the EU under Brexit is fair and works for Britain’s food producers.  
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