
Customs, Excise & 
International Trade
BREXIT: IMPORTING GOODS FROM THE EU INTO THE UK

In the absence of an agreement, the UK will leave the 
European Union on 31 October 2019 and from that date 
will become a “third country” for customs purposes. 
Consequently, goods imported from the EU into the UK 
will become subject to customs controls and frontier 
checks. 

These include the need to file customs import 
declarations, the potential for customs duty and VAT to be 
paid at import, the requirement to obtain import licences 
for certain prohibited or restricted goods and the risk of 
supply chain delays due to customs clearance and other 
checks. It should be noted that special rules will apply for 
a temporary period for goods moving between Ireland and 
Northern Ireland.

There are steps that UK businesses (including Northern 
Ireland) can take to mitigate the impact of Brexit. These 
steps may differ depending on the size of your company 
and industry. However, there are some key planning steps 
that are relevant to all traders engaged in trade with the 
EU.

1. Obtain an EORI number from HMRC

Having an Economic Operators Registration and 
Identification (EORI) number is a prerequisite for importing 
or exporting goods. Obtaining the number is fast and 
simple - apply online at www.gov.uk/hmrc/get-eori.

HMRC has started to automatically enrol some UK 
businesses for a UK EORI number, however if you do not 
receive a UK EORI number automatically, then you should 
register for one.

2. Classify your goods for customs purposes

It is important that you classify and assign the correct 
commodity code to the item being imported. The 
commodity code determines what customs duty is 
payable and whether quotas apply.  You should model the 
financial impact to your business of potential duty costs 
arising on goods imported from the EU to the UK.

3. Consider how you will file import declarations

Import declarations will need to be filed in order to bring 
goods into the UK from the EU. In most cases declarations 
will be filed by customs agents/freight companies on 
behalf of traders, but at an additional cost to the business, 

usually on a per declaration basis. As part of your Brexit 
impact assessment you should quantify the cost of these 
additional filings for your business. 

Depending on your profile, you may prefer to bring the 
declaration process “in-house”.  This will involve using 
appropriate software to link into the HMRC customs 
systems and ensuring staff are suitably experienced and/or 
trained to file declarations.

4. Information for declarations

Ensure you understand the information needed to file 
Customs declarations and where you will get it. The 
absence of sufficient records to support filed declarations 
can lead to delays in clearing the goods at import and 
difficulties in managing post-clearance checks. 

At a minimum, you will need to ensure you have the 
correct commodity code for the item being imported, the 
correct customs value is identified (including insurance and 
freight costs), the origin of the goods and any licences/
authorisations required to bring the items into the UK. 

http://www.gov.uk/hmrc/get-eori
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5. Additional import controls 

Understand whether any additional import controls will 
apply to your imports such as licencing requirements, 
sanitary and Phytosanitary (SPS) controls or registration 
requirements for goods subject to SPS controls. In 
particular, additional requirements will apply to movements 
of agricultural products. 

6. Deferment account and Comprehensive Guarantee

Obtaining a deferment account can deliver cash flow 
savings as it postpones the payment of duty to the 15th 
of the month following the month of import. VAT can also 
be postponed with a deferment account but for many this 
should become less relevant in view of measures to be 
introduced by the Government in the case of a no-deal 
Brexit. These measures will avoid VAT being payable at 
import and instead be recorded through the VAT return of 
the importer. 

A comprehensive guarantee is necessary to avail of 
most customs procedures which can mitigate against 
the amount and timing of duty. Any application should be 
commenced as early as possible to avoid delays.

7. Supplier agreements

Assess whether the terms of your supplier agreements 
meet your needs post Brexit. Incoterms can be included 
in the agreement to define the respective obligations, 
costs and risks in the delivery of goods from supplier to 
purchasers. If your preference is not to be responsible for 
customs clearance, is your supplier prepared to accept that 
responsibility?

8. Reliefs / Simplifications 

There are a number of Customs reliefs or simplifications 
that can mitigate the effect of a hard Brexit. Consider if any 
of these reliefs may benefit your business. These include:

 � Transitional simplified procedures which will simplify 
the importation process for certain imports into the UK.

 � Temporary Tariffs which will result in approximately 
87% of imports into the UK by value being tariff free.

 � Special Northern Ireland rules will apply for a 
temporary period whereby no tariffs or customs 
clearance procedures wil be required in the UK on 
movements of most goods from the Republic of 
Ireland to Northern Ireland.  

 � Inward processing relief which can mitigate the tariff 
cost on goods brought into the UK from the EU for 
processing and sent back to the EU after processing. 

 � Outward processing relief which can mitigate the 
tariff cost on goods sent out of the UK for processing 
and subsequently brought back into the UK after 
processing. 

 � Customs warehousing which can suspend the VAT 
and duty arising on goods brought into the UK from the 
EU in particular if the UK is not the final destination for 
such goods. 

 � Returned goods relief which may allow goods 
previously exported from the UK to the EU (and not 
modified) be re-imported into the UK with no Duty and 
potentially no VAT. 

 � Authorised economic operator sometimes referred 
to as trusted trader status can assist in obtaining 
priority clearance and mitigate the risk of border delays. 

 � Transit relief which can facilitate goods moving 
through the UK to other EU member states and vice 
versa. 

9. Moving goods between Ireland and the UK 

If you move goods between Ireland and the UK please 
contact Richard Cowley in our Dublin office.

If you have any questions concerning customs and Brexit, please contact one of our customs team members 
below or your normal indirect tax contact:
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