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  Executive Summary

The impact of Brexit on UK small and medium sized businesses (SMEs) has been wide 
ranging and significant. 

More than a quarter of the UK’s 6 million SMEs trade with Europei and for these business-
es the new regulatory landscape, changes to importing and exporting procedures, cost 
increases and access to the right skills and infrastructure, have inevitably caused disrup-
tion. The specific challenges vary across sectors, but for some SMEs, Brexit has prompted 
a complete halt to their European operations or worse, they’ve had to cease trading.

A recent survey found that 56% of business owners believe Brexit has made it difficult to 
trade with the EUii and a third (33%) have found it more difficult to access supplies and 
goods from Europe. 

UK SMEs are famously resilient but help in navigating the new rules and procedures is 
clearly needed. This guide provides a road map for UK SMEs. It looks at the headline chal-
lenges to help you understand what you need to consider, but these will already be very 
familiar to many UK SMEs. This guide therefore focusses on the solutions and sources of 
free help, where you can get more detailed advice and guidance.

This guide isn’t just about business survival and getting through difficult times though; 
with change comes opportunity. We’ve included examples of the ways UK SMEs can 
capitalise, thrive and grow, either by expanding their current operations in Europe or by 
entering Europe for the first time.

The UK is an important trading partner for Flanders. We’ve valued our close relationship 
over the years, and we’re keen that Brexit is no more than a bump in the road.  Flanders 
Investment & Trade is therefore keen to help you and this guide will tell you how. Flan-
ders offers a simple solution for UK SMEs who wish to continue to access the EU markets 
and in this guide we explain why.

It should be noted that as a result of the Northern Ireland Protocol, Northern Ireland in 
effect remains in the EU’s single market for goods.  Much of this guide does not therefore 
apply to companies in Northern Ireland. However, Flanders Investment & Trade is still 
available to help these companies.



02  The post Brexit landscape 

Almost a third of UK companies that trade with the EU have suffered a decline or loss 
of business since post-Brexit rules took effect on 1st January 2021, according to a survey 
conducted for the Financial Times.iii The same survey found that 17% of UK companies, 
that previously traded with the EU, have stopped, either temporarily or permanently, 
since the start of the year.

The Institute of Directors, who conducted the survey, has suggested the findings paint 
a ‘bleak picture’, particularly for smaller businesses that don’t have resources to navi-
gate the barriers thrown up by Brexit.

Although UK firms welcomed the zero tariff and zero quota trading agreement between 
Britain and the EU, the new arrangements mean companies have to be compliant with 
costly checks, customs controls and bureaucracy, which may be out of reach for smaller 
businesses. This was highlighted in a recent survey by the British Chambers of Com-
merce, which found that export sales had fallen for 41% of businesses. Supply chain 
issues, customs, and tax & VAT have all been cited as other key challenges by UK busi-
nessesiv.  
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The changes are numerous, but the following list provides a summary to help you 
understand the issues you need to consider. You should investigate the relevant ones 
further to determine how they apply to you.

The new requirements for customs documentation and declaration when 
trading with the EU were introduced in January 2021. New controls around 
product certification and health certificates (for imports to the UK) will be 
introduced from 1st October 2021, with the final phase of controls intro-
duced from 1st January 2022. 

Changes to transport, logistics and fulfilment mean you may need to update 
technology and processes. You can anticipate delivery delays as a result.

As the UK is no longer part of the single EU VAT area, the sales taxes due on 
British exports are now collected by each country. The buyer has to settle 
the bill upfront, adding to the cost of the goods. You also have to register 
for VAT in all EU areas in which you sell – even those where sales are mini-
mal.

Changes to product certification requirementsv. The UKCA mark began to 
replace the CE mark for goods sold within the UK in January 2021, however 
some sectors are continuing to use the CE mark until the end of the Brexit 
transition period. 

Changes to duty and eligibility for preferential rates; businesses must com-
ply with UK rules of origin. These rules are intricate and complex. Many 
businesses are paying experts for help which, due to heavy demand, can 
be costly, or they’re just paying the customs duty and increasing prices for 
customers. At a time where customer loyalty is more important than ever, 
increasing prices is something many small firms will be reluctant to do. 

Understanding how to classify goods correctly and follow safety and security require-
ments for products is complicated, and many smaller firms are having to get expert 
help (see below).

  Accessing EU post Brexit. 
What’s changed?



Sector focus

Every UK business has been impacted by Brexit in some way, but there are changes 
which are more keenly felt in some sectors, or some which are specific to particular 
industries, that may be relevant to you. For example:

Food and Drinkvi Import and export challenges and compliance, with numer-
ous new certification requirements.

Fashion  If you import goods from non-EU nations for sale in the bloc the costs 
will increase significantly due to new tariffs.

Financial services  There has been disruption to EU investor relationships, 
and a shift in London based jobs to new hubs in Europevii. New rules (equiva-
lence), allowing UK financial services companies to operate in the EU, have yet to 
be agreed.

Transport and logistics  You can expect customs delays, updates and chang-
es and infrastructure. Brexit is also creating labour shortages. 

Hospitality You may experience labour shortages and import and export chal-
lenges with food and produce.

Construction  There are labour shortages and supply chain disruption.

Life sciences  UK companies are suffering from lack of access to a centralised 
procedure for market authorisations, the EU portal for clinical trials and the 
Pharmacovigilance database. (Conversely patient data access has been made 
easier in the UK post Brexit which is significant for translational medicine).

Sustainability/circular economy businesses  Around 80%viii of the UK’s 
environmental laws have been created by the EU, meaning there are changes 
for businesses to navigate. The UK’s circular economy package was announced 
in July 2020, and the EU’s Circular Economy package was approved in April 2018. 
The latter only applies to those firms who are doing business in Europe. 



04  Operating in the EU post Brexit

There is no single way for UK SMEs to adapt to the changes. There are numerous strate-
gic moves, and practical approaches, SMEs are either considering or have already imple-
mented. Some examples are given below.

Establishing a base in Europe  If your business has previously serviced EU 
clients from a UK base, you should consider setting up a base/distribution cen-
tre/sister company within the EU to help manage customs & VAT requirements, 
and to provide a seamless point of entry for distribution of goods across the 
EU. Flanders Investment & Trade (FI&T) can help you find the right premises, 
connect you with suppliers and partners and help manage the paperwork.

Using a UK base  The EU market is huge (500m people). Even if you don’t want 
to set up premises in the EU, it is worth considering the opportunities in the 
market, and how you can secure a strong exporting position whilst retaining a 
UK base - which FI&T can also help with.

Staff training  The UK government offers grants for training to help people 
become official customs agents, or free training to help your team better under-
stand the changes to customs and regulation. 

Professional Advice  If you don’t want to train one of your team to become 
a customs agent, you can engage someone to help you with the practicalities 
of paying import/export duties and provide guidance on navigating changes to 
VAT landscape, advice on legalities, quotas, licencing agreements and trading 
standards requirements. Some of this help is free, but it can also be expensive. 
Do contact us, so that we can guide you to the most cost-effective source for 
your needs. 

Review of business model and pricing  Your business may need to change 
its pricing in response to Brexit and a potentially increased cost base. Brexit 
has also prompted firms to consider operating model changes too. If your sup-
ply chain is outside of the EU, you should consider changing logistics routes, 
looking at dual fulfilment hubs or even forming a new business. There is a lot 
to think about and getting impartial advice on this subject has already helped 
many UK SMEs.



05  Getting Help

There are many sources of help and advice on all the issues set out above. The most 
useful will be from those who understand the challenges in your sector and those that 
have established strong local and regional connections and relationships within the EU.

However, finding the right help can prove difficult, with some SMEs relying on expen-
sive consultancy services or hiring customs agents or compliance specialists to support 
them. This isn’t always necessary and if you are considering going down this route, 
please do contact us for our free, impartial advice first. We may be able to give you ac-
cess to the help you need at no charge and, if not, we will help ensure you choose the 
right person.

Flanders Investment & Trade is an official body which wants to help SMEs in the UK 
do business in Europe. We offer tailored advice and guidance, give firms access to our 
networks and offer support with accessing funding, as well as information on a wide 
range of financial incentives. This help is completely free of charge and, as an officially 
funded body, we’re impartial.

If you want to set up a base in Europe, we can help with finding a premises, transport, 
logistics, distribution and working through the regulatory challenges which apply to 
trade, import and exports, tax and VAT. 

Funding

Funding is available to help SMEs via the UK government’s SME Brexit support fund 
which provides up to £2,000 to help with training or professional advice but business-
es that import and export goods between the UK and the EU only are eligible – those 
which import or export from non-EU countries are not eligible (even if they also import 
or export in Europe). The grants are also not available for start-ups established in the 
last 12 months.



06   Why Flanders?

Flanders offers a simple and very accessible route for UK SMEs to access the EU market.  

It is a Dutch speaking northern region of Belgium and has been economically connected 
to the UK for hundreds of years. We enjoy a close, productive relationship – with goods 
to the value of around Euros 26 billion exported to the UK from Flanders each year. Our 
ports are also used by the rest of the EU in its trade with the UK. It is the perfect gate-
way for companies who need to access the EU, because it offers:

A central location in Europe and one with great purchasing power – 
residents of Flanders and those living within 500km of the region account for 
60% of all of Europe’s purchasing power. The region offers one of the world’s 
highest concentrations of people, money and industries

Strongly developed infrastructure, with a variety of sea and air hubs, 
plus a dense and developed network of roads, rail, waterways and pipeline 
connections

Proven exporting power according to the World Trade Report, Belgium 
(including Flanders) is one of the top 15 exporting countries in the world

Compact and condensed networks within the region. FI&T can 
introduce UK firms to banks, regulators, other companies in their sector or 
potential partners. FI&T has a diverse group of contacts to help UK SMEs in a 
variety of ways

A highly innovative culture thanks to its tightly knit business ecosystem 
including academic institutions, the Government and private sector firms

A multilingual highly skilled workforce (with English spoken highly 
proficiently and widely) ranked as the fourth most productive in the world 
(Source: WEF)



World renowned knowledge centres and R&D initiatives ranking in the 
top 5 within Europe and in the top 15 worldwide when it comes to spend on 
R&D, availability of the latest technology, and capacity for innovation (Source: WEF)

Affordable and competitive supply chain costs, and low rental prices 
according to fDi intelligence, prime rent in Belgium and Flanders is one of the 
lowest in Western Europe

Similar corporation tax rates to the UK for SMEs (19% in the UK, 20% in 
Flanders) and no business rates

Recent changes to corporate law which make it much easier to start a 
business or incorporate a company in the region



   

Research has shown that some UK SMEs have stopped trading with Europe, either tem-
porarily or permanently due to Brexit. This will inevitably impact their profits (short 
term and long term) and may force some businesses to cease trading. The economic 
impact of this is felt not just in the UK but across Europe.

Flanders Investment & Trade recognises the benefits for our region and beyond, of trade 
with the UK. It stimulates the UK economy and in turn brings innovation, productivity 
and talent as well as world-renowned UK products and knowledge to Europe. It is in 
your and our economic interests to nurture our close relationship.

Despite Brexit, there continue to be numerous opportunities for UK SMEs and we are 
keen to help you exploit them.  Our expertise and connections can help UK SMEs navigate a 
challenging landscape, unlocking increased profits, productivity, innovation and more. We even 
have experts based in the UK, ready to support you.

We can support businesses in any sector but recognise that some sectors have been 
disproportionately impacted by Brexit. We’re particularly keen to hear from those in the 
food and drink, life sciences and circular economy industries.

If you don’t have a European base but are keen to explore the possibility, we can help 
you. If you do currently have a European base and are looking for advice on expansion 
or diversification we can also help.

If you’re not sure whether you want to set up an EU base or what your plan of action is 
when it comes to accessing the EU, we can help you get clarity - providing guidance on 
everything connected to trading with or exporting to the EU. We will help you access 
the right suppliers and support services on the ground. 

We can guide you through the entire process of launching your business in Europe.

Why do Flanders Investment & Trade 
want to help UK SMEs?

How can Flanders Investment & Trade
help your business



07       Looking Ahead

Economic optimism
Data shows that, following a challenging period for business and the global economy, 
there is notable optimism. According to the latest confidence tracker from the Institute of 
Directors (IoD), business confidence has risen to its highest level since just after the Brexit 
referendum in June 2016, with the last 12 months seeing incremental growth, following a 
spike in December 2020 when COVID-19 vaccines were approved for use in the UKix. 

SMEs are now keen to look ahead and focus on future opportunities, after what has 
been a period of unprecedented change and challenge.

New trade deals
The UK government has negotiated more than 40 international trade deals so far, cov-
ering more than 70 non-EU countries, and is continuing to work on new ones which 
bring benefits to UK firms. E.g. a newly announced deal with Iceland, Norway and Liech-
tensteinx. Other high-value trade deals that have been signed include with South Korea 
(£14.8 billion), Morocco (£2.5 billion), Israel (£4.2 billion), Caribbean countries (£3.7 billion) 
and Andean countries (£3.4 billion). This is in combination with smaller value, though 
still significant, deals with the likes of Georgia, Lebanon and Central America. However, 
forward thinking companies continue to recognise the importance of the EU.



Building resilience for the future 
The last 18 months have been hard, but in many ways this time has strengthened the re-
serve of UK businesses – which are renowned in Flanders and across the world for their 
entrepreneurial spirit. Challenging times force companies to be innovative to survive. UK 
SMEs have had to review the way they operate and reconsider their plans for the future.   

In 2019, consultancy firm Grant Thornton carried out research among exporting UK 
SMEsxi, which found that if they could start again with their international operations, 
91% said they would do things differently, with things like contingency planning and 
proper resourcing cited as things they would change. The recent challenges have forced 
many SMEs to make the changes that were long needed and seek outside, impartial help, 
to do so. 

“ 

In Flanders, the Customs administration 
has a history of a coordinated approach 

with the importers and exporters.  
In Customs and Excise we’re working hard to ensure 

that post-Brexit trade with the UK runs 
efficiently and smoothly.  

.”
  

Jeroen Sarrazyn, 
Economic Support, expert on EU-UK trade at Belgium, Customs 
and Excise for the Federal Government



08   Further Information

There’s lots of information on our website about how we can help you operate in the EU 
post Brexit. 

If you need to first understand the impact of Brexit on your business, we offer a Brexit 
impact scan service, which provides you with a calculation of customs duties and 
additional costs for customs declarations, as well as an interactive report with possible 
Brexit strategies.

We also run regular webinars  on topics such as navigating customs changes and explor-
ing the impact of Brexit on UK supply chains. 

You can find information on our website  about relevant partner run events and net-
working opportunities and access a variety of guides, plus keep on top of the latest 
news of relevance for businesses operating in Europe.

If you’d like to speak to someone, you can contact one of our UK based experts at:

Flanders Investment & Trade London

Flemish Representation
1a Cavendish Square

GB - London W1G OLD, United Kingdom
 T +44 20 73 07 77 10   |   london@fitagency.com

 

Astrid Geeraerts
Head of Investment 

astrid.geeraerts@flanders.co.uk 

Camille Lanckneus
Senior Investment Advisor 

camille.lanckneus@flanders.co.uk



“ 

I would definitely recommend Flanders 
as a route into the EU.  Flanders Investment & Trade 

has been a great source of help and advice and they’ve 
simplified a complicated situation so that we now 

have a reliable and scalable solution for trading with 
the EU after Brexit.  

”
  

Mr Mark Lythe, 
Joint Managing Director of Pricecheck

Case Study

Pricecheck is an international wholesaler and distributor, with just under 300 employ-
ees and a turnover of £100m. It provides over 8,000 products and trades with more 
than 80 countries across the world, including a large number within the EU. 

Pricecheck set up a legal entity in Antwerp prior to Brexit, as a pre-emptive move.  In 
January 2010, Pricecheck tried to continue to deal directly with countries in the EU, as 
they had before, but found new challenges to overcome. Each country was interpreting 
the new rules slightly differently and it became a much more complicated process than 
before.  

Pricecheck was introduced to Flanders as a route into the EU by its Chamber of Com-
merce and has found using this one route in has resulted in a smoother operation. There 
is still added bureaucracy, but it is now manageable. It found that Flanders works really 
well geographically and the nature of business in Flanders makes things very straightfor-
ward, with few language or cultural challenges compared to other EU countries. 

Flanders Investment & Trade helped set up Pricecheck’s EU legal entity and provided the 
team with training through webinars which covered some of the issues they would face. 
FIT has been on hand to answer customs and tax queries and has put Pricecheck in 
touch with the right people. FIT will also help Pricecheck find new premises.  The compa-
ny has found FIT’s support invaluable, making the transition far smoother.”



www.flandersinvestmentandtrade.com

i. https://www.fsb.org.uk/ 
ii. https://www.closeassetfinance.co.uk/industry-insights/brexit-uk-smes-beginning-better-un-

derstand-impact 
iii. https://www.ft.com/content/eadc7c23-2125-4381-93ae-a54104e5ccc7
iv. https://www.ey.com/en_uk/ey-brexit/how-uk-businesses-are-responding-to-post-brexit-trade
v. https://www.gov.uk/guidance/using-the-ukca-marking 
vi. https://www.specialityfoodmagazine.com/news/brexits-legacy-on-food-and-drink-will-out-

last-covid-19 
vii. https://www.reuters.com/world/uk/britains-sunak-promises-sharpen-city-londons-competi-

tive-edge-2021-06-30/ 
viii. https://environmentjournal.online/articles/what-impact-will-brexit-have-on-the-circular-econ-

omy/ 
ix. https://www.iod.com/news-campaigns/news/articles/IoD-Directors-confidence-hits-re-

cord-high
x. https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/uk-norway-iceland-and-liechtenstein-fta-parlia-

mentary-report/summary-of-the-free-trade-agreement-fta-between-the-uk-and-norway-ice-
land-and-liechtenstein-web-version

xi. https://www.forbes.com/sites/madhvimavadiya/2019/11/13/smes-heres-what-you-need-to-in-
clude-in-your-brexit-plan/?sh=3bea57d44e4d


