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African Exports into the UK: 
Research Study on the New 
Post-Brexit Procedural Rules

Understanding Africa–UK trade flows

The trend for UK–Africa goods and services trade 
(Figure 1) indicated a consistent increase in exports 
from Africa until 2019. Goods and services from 
Africa accounted for 2.6 per cent (amounting to £36.2 
billion in 2019) of the total goods imported into Britain. 
There are eight nations from sub-Saharan Africa that 
count the UK in their top-ten export destinations, 
including Ghana, Kenya, Mauritius, Mozambique, 
Rwanda, Seychelles, Sierra Leone and South Africa.  
The UK is South Africa’s fourth biggest market for 
exports, after China, the US and Germany, accounting 
for more than 5 per cent of South Africa’s exports. 
These are primarily gold, diamonds and precious 
metals, followed by vehicles, fruit and nuts (Hairsine 

2021). The UK aims to be Africa’s partner of choice 
(GOV.UK 2020), by growing investment relationships 
to deliver more exports, jobs and economic growth 
that benefit both African and British businesses, as 
well as helping African countries recover and build 
back from the COVID-19 pandemic (Raga and te 
Velde 2021).

Africa–UK economic partnership 
agreements (EPAs) and trade 
facilitation

Current agreements between the UK and Africa 
cover 16 of the 54 African countries, three of which 
are with African trading blocs: the SACUM–UK EPA; 

The United Kingdom voted to leave the European 
Union (EU) in 2016 and on 31 December 2020, 
formally left the economic and policy union it 
had been a member of since 1973. This ‘British 
Exit’, commonly known as Brexit, from the EU has 
prompted changes to the way in which the UK 
trades with the rest of the world. Once the UK 
formally exited the EU, all rights and obligations 
under these various agreements ceased to apply. 
Previously signed trade agreements with the EU 
needed to be reconsidered in a post-Brexit world, 
resulting in several newly signed agreements with 
various countries and trade blocs. The report that 

this paper is based on focuses on the 
agreements with countries and trade 
blocs on the African continent, specifically 
looking at the impact on exporters.

Considering that at the time of writing we were 
a quarter year into the post-Brexit scenario, there 
was limited statistical information available to form 
a conclusive opinion on how Brexit would affect 
the trade competitiveness of African exports to 
the UK. The findings of this study are based on the 
circumstances and observable evidence in public 
domain at the time of writing. 
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the Kenya EPA; and the Eastern and Southern Africa 
(ESA) EPA.

1 SACUM–UK EPA

Under this EPA, the UK has undertaken to provide 
immediate duty-free, quota-free access to goods 
exported from the Southern African Customs Union 
(SACU) member states and Mozambique, except for 
South Africa (certain tariff quotas apply). In exchange, 
the SACU member states, and Mozambique, commit 
to gradual tariff liberalisation for goods imported 
from the UK. The agreement also includes provisions 
on trade-related disciplines, dispute settlement, 
trade remedies, rules of origin, competition and 
government procurement. It contains provisions on 
intellectual property and geographical indications as 
well (GOV.UK 2019a). The UK agreed to transitional 
implementation provisions regarding sanitary 
and phytosanitary (SPS) measures commencing 
from 1 January 2021, as part of the ‘Transitional 
Implementation Arrangements’ provision, to facilitate 
SACUM’s smooth transition to the new agreement.

2 Kenya EPA (member of EAC)

On 3 November 2020, Kenya and the UK signed the 
Kenya–UK Economic Partnership Agreement (‘the 
EPA’) to continue preferential zero-tariff and zero-
quota trade of goods between the two countries 
(Anjarwalla et al. 2021). The Kenya trade deal is 
unusual in that Kenya is a member of the East African 
Community (EAC) and yet has signed a bilateral 
agreement with the UK. This is to the discontent 
of the regional trade bloc, as it goes against the 
customs union’s first pillar protocol – which requires 
all EAC countries to negotiate as a bloc matters 

related to trade with third parties. Further to this, 
EAC member states have secured an open-ended 
timeframe to access the trade agreement signed 
between Kenya and the UK, in a development that is 
likely to protect the fragile regional unity and preserve 
the spirit of regional integration (Anyanzwa 2021).

3 Eastern and Southern Africa (ESA) EPA

Eastern and Southern Africa includes the Indian 
Ocean islands (Comoros, Madagascar, Mauritius 
and Seychelles); countries from the Horn of Africa 
(Djibouti, Ethiopia, Eritrea and Sudan); and some 
countries of Southern Africa (Malawi, Zambia and 
Zimbabwe). Exports to the European Union (EU) 
from the Eastern and Southern Africa region are 
dominated by sugar, coffee, fish, tobacco, copper 
and crude oil. In the ESA EPA, commitments on 
tariffs for both the UK and ESA countries have 
been transitioned without changes. In cases where 
import duties remain subject to staged tariff 
reductions, reductions will continue at the same 
pace as scheduled in the existing EPA. The ESA EPA 
replicates the clause in the existing EU–ESA EPA, 
which lists areas for future negotiations to expand 
the agreement (GOV.UK 2019b).

The new post-Brexit rules and 
customs regulations
For the most part, the post-Brexit new trade 
agreements, which offer duty-free and quota-free 
access to British markets, are not much different 
to the old ones that were held with the EU. This is 
primarily because of ‘rollover’ agreements, which 
simply transfer the conditions in the EU deals into 

Figure 1: Source: UK Office for National Statistics, online trade statistics

Source: UK Office for National Statistics, online trade statistics
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bilateral agreements between the UK and the African 
nation or blocs (Hairsine 2021). However, there are 
several factors which are counterproductive (barriers) 
to facilitating trade. These are typically described as 
tariff-related and non-tariff related barriers:

• Tariff barriers can include a customs levy or 
tariff on imported goods and are imposed by 
the government.

• Non-tariff barriers are trade barriers that restrict 
imports or exports through mechanisms 
other than the simple imposition of tariffs. 
These include:

 – regulations;

 – rules of origin;

 – quotas;

 – poor infrastructure; and

 – any procedure that increases the 
documentary requirements and makes 
processes less efficient.

• Another barrier to trade that prevails particularly 
because of Brexit, is one on exports that 
previously enjoyed access to all EU member 
states via a single clearance and entry. This 
basically meant that (before Brexit) goods could 
be cleared in the UK and shipped for sale to 
another EU member state and vice versa without 
any additional procedures. Post-Brexit, goods 
now destined for the UK and the EU will have 
to be sent as separate shipments or undergo 
double-entry procedures into the UK and EU.

Key procedural changes

As per the guidance of the GOV.UK,1 some post-
Brexit regulatory changes are summarised below.

Changes in regulations

Post-Brexit, certain regulations relating to moving 
goods to the UK have been changed. These primarily 
include changes to sanitary and phytosanitary 
measures, pre-shipment inspection and other 
requirements, and marking, labelling and marketing 
standards. These include:

• Economic operators registration and 
identification (EORI) number: To move goods 
between Africa and the UK, businesses require 

an EORI number. HM Revenue & Customs 
(HMRC) uses this number to identify the trader 
and collect duty on the goods.

• Changes to registration, certification, pre-
notification inspection, fees and charges for 
importing plants and plant products from 
African countries.

• Changes to certification, pre-notification 
inspection, fees and charges for animals and 
animal products from an African country.

• From non-EU countries, Great Britain (GB) 
(England, Scotland and Wales, excluding 
Northern Ireland) authorities will accept imports 
accompanied by a EU model export health 
certificate signed on or before 31 October 2021.

• From 1 January 2021 to March 2022, equines 
imported or moved to GB from a country other 
than an EU member state, Norway or Northern 
Ireland (NI), via the EU, Norway or NI, do not need 
to enter GB via a border control post (BCP).

• Health certificate for EU products: new imx. 

• Port requirements for other products of animal 
origin (POAO) and low-risk animal by-products 
(ABP) will apply from 1 October 2021.

Changes in official controls of 
imported food

• EU-cleared high-risk food and feed not of 
animal origin (HRFNAO), imported into GB, 
will be treated as of EU origin and will not be 
subject to new import requirements. New import 
requirements will then be phased in from 1 
October 2021.

Rules of origin

Post-Brexit, African exporters’ rules of origin (ROO) 
will be governed either by non-preferential ROO 
under World Trade Organization (WTO) terms; or as 
agreed in the new or replacement trade agreements 
concluded by the UK. This may lead to exporters 
from African countries who are yet to enter into a 
trade agreement with the UK being unable to access 
preferences, as they were able to under the free trade 
agreements (FTAs) with EU.
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Cumulation under UK GSP scheme

If materials originating from specific countries can 
be incorporated in the products from an African 
country that is covered by the UK Generalised 
Scheme of Preferences (GSP), then those products 
are considered as originating in that GSP country. 
This could occur if the processing carried out in 
the GSP country goes beyond minimal levels. The UK 
cumulation arrangements include agreements under 
bilateral, regional, extended and cumulation with the 
EU, Norway and Switzerland.2

Cumulation under EPAs with African 
countries

African countries that are parties to a UK post-Brexit 
trade agreement can use the United Kingdom, 
Switzerland (including Liechtenstein), Iceland, 
Norway, Turkey, the EU, the other African, Caribbean 
and Pacific (ACP) states or the overseas countries 
and territories (OCTs) materials or processing in 
exports to the UK, provided these African countries 
have fulfilled the necessary requirements set out in 
the Rules of Origin Protocols (which can be found 
at www.gov.uk). Although the UK government 
has offered grace periods, where exporters can 
slowly transition from the EU requirements to UK 
requirements, adopting these changes may cause 
exporters additional costs and time.

Economic and developmental 
impacts of post-Brexit rules and 
regulations

1 Triangular supply chains

Driven by just-in-time (JIT) processing and leveraging 
of supply chain optimisation opportunities, exporters 
had been enjoying the advantage of access to all 
EU member states via one point of entry, implying 
a single regulatory and border post check on goods 
entering at any point into the EU/UK. This ended with 
Brexit, resulting in several barriers/ hinderances to 
trade. These include:3

• Supply chain disruption: Goods destined for 
the UK will either have to be shipped directly to 
the UK or have to transit through another EU 
country before arriving at the UK border.

• Additional administrative burden: There will be 
additional and new requirements for importing 
goods into the UK, some of which traders may 
not be familiar with or will require assistance if 
they are going to comply.

• Delays at ports of entry due to the additional 
volume and regulatory checks at the UK border.

• 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.

2 Foreign direct investment (FDI)

There have been a few opinions expressed (Dhingra 
et al. undated; Dar and Mukal 2021; UCL News 
2020) on the impact of Brexit on UK FDI inflows 
and outflows, but it is too early fully understand the 
impact. The recent second UK–Africa summit aimed 
to revive FDI to African countries, in a context in 
which the pandemic has already led to sharp declines 
(UNCTAD 2020) in terms of overall FDI flows (-28%), 
mergers and acquisitions (-44%), and greenfield 
project announcements (-66%) in Africa during the 
first half of 2020 alone (Raga and te Velde 2021). 
More analysis will need to be conducted before a 
conclusive view can be derived.

Impact of COVID-19 on Africa’s 
trade competitiveness
The advent of COVID-19 has placed further 
pressure on the economies on the continent 
and does not bode well for continental trade. In a 
study conducted by the World Bank (2021), it was 
concluded that the pandemic would cost the African 
region between US$37 billion and US$79 billion. The 
largest economies in the region, among them the 
heavyweights of the African Commonwealth, South 
Africa and Nigeria, are expected to be hit the hardest 
by these economic effects. African oil exporters were 
among the hardest hit in 2020. Nigeria’s losses in 
2020 went from US$10 billion to US$14 billion and 
those of Ghana went from US$2.3 billion to US$2.5 
billion. However, the impact on the commodity 
sector was disproportionately higher among 
smaller economies, which faced a relatively deeper 
reduction in their exports and resulting revenues 
(Ali et al. 2020). The true extent of the impact of 

http://www.gov.uk
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the virus will only be seen once the dust settles and 
there is some sort of return to normalcy of trade 
between countries.

Impact of Brexit on Africa’s trade 
competitiveness

A Post-Brexit trade agreements

Post-Brexit, 16 EPAs have been signed between 
the UK and African countries. Even though these 
are mostly rollover agreements, they do ensure that 
these countries will continue to enjoy similar benefits 
to the ones they did under the EU EPAs.

B UK value proposition for African 
exports

A few commentators have considered what the UK 
would offer African countries to counter the offensive 
of other leading trade partners like China (Kohnert 
undated). Unfortunately, to date, the answer to this 
remains ‘very little’, as the UK has not restructured its 
trade deals with African countries post-Brexit, for the 
most part opting to rollover existing EU agreements 
instead. There is optimism, however, that these 
agreements will eventually evolve into wider-reaching 
trade facilitation instruments.

C Impact of non-tariff trade barriers

The appended conclusion drawn from a study by 
the UN Conference on Trade and Development 
(UNCTAD; Shepherd and Peters 2020) in 2020 stated 
that non-tariff measures (NTMs) needed significant 
attention, following the United Kingdom exit under 
‘soft’ scenarios in which the status quo was largely 
maintained pending negotiation of a future trade 
relationship. The extent and nature of the economic 
effects will depend on the details of that relationship.

Although some of these questions raised prior to 
Brexit have been answered to an extent through the 
UK rollover EPAs with 16 African countries, and by 
adopting the Generalised Scheme of Preferences, 
giving 35 African countries reduced or zero tariffs for 
exports to the UK, it remains to be seen what the true 
impact on African exports will be. This is specifically 
so for countries that are not covered under the GSP 
or an EPA.

Most impacted regions and sectors 
within Africa

1 South Africa

The UK is South Africa’s fourth biggest market for 
exports, accounting for more than 5.2 per cent of 
South Africa’s exports. Under the UK–SACUM EPA, 
more than 90 per cent of South African goods, 
including wines, platinum and motor vehicles, would 
be able to enter into the UK completely duty free 
or partially duty free (Maeko 2019). However, South 
Africa has been excluded from total quota-free 
export to the UK, as opposed to the other member 
states of the UK–SACUM EPA, with tariff quotas 
being imposed on specific commodities.

Nonetheless, the UK has decided to deregulate some 
low-risk plants and plant products, including citrus 
fruit and leaf imports. This means South African 
and other African producers are allowed to export 
citrus fruits and leaves to GB, without needing a 
phytosanitary certificate or pre-notification. This 
both reduces bureaucracy and allows producers 
to respond more rapidly to changes in UK market 
demand, although this excludes Northern Ireland.

2 Kenya

The UK was ranked the third most important export 
destination for Kenyan goods in 2020. The main 
Kenyan exports to the UK in 2020 were tea (38%), 
vegetables (24%) and cut flowers (16%); all three 
accounted for 78 per cent of total exports to the UK 
in 2020. On 3 November 2020, Kenya signed a direct 
post-Brexit preferential trade deal with the UK, when 
the two countries announced that they had reached 
an ‘agreement in principle’ on the continuation of 
duty- and quota-free access of Kenyan exports.

3 Nigeria

Nigeria has one of the largest populations and 
economies in Africa. The UK was the 13th top trading 
partner of Nigeria in 2019. With the advent of Brexit, 
Nigeria will not be able to enjoy its previous privilege 
of tariff-free trade with the EU, which the country 
gained through its access to Britain as an EU member 
state, as Nigeria was unable to secure a trade 
agreement with the UK before 1 January 2021.

Since Nigeria is not classified as a least developed 
country (LDC), it will not be able to benefit from the 
UK Everything But Arms (EBA) scheme. According 
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to GOV.UK (2020, updated 2021), this implies that 
Nigerian exports will be subject to the UK Global Tariff 
(UKGT), unless:

• the commodity is covered under the GSP 
scheme; and/or

• an exception applies, such as a relief or 
tariff suspension.

Addressing the emerging 
bottlenecks and challenges affecting 
African exports to the UK

The following are suggested as a means of 
addressing some of the tariff and non-tariff barriers 
resulting from Brexit.

Tariff barriers

1. Continental approach to trade 
agreements

The UK could consider a continental approach 
to trade agreements. Of note is an emerging 
continental development agenda that is taking 
shape, which is reflected in both the African 
Continental Free Trade Area (AfCFTA)4 and the 
African Union’s visionary ‘Agenda 2063’5 to boost 
Africa’s trading position in the global market by 
strengthening Africa’s common voice and policy 
space in global trade negotiations.

2. Anglo-centric focus

Most of the secured EPAs are with English-
speaking countries made up of Commonwealth 
members. This reflects the current bias for UK 
trade with the continent in terms of volumes and 
presents an opportunity for the UK to work with 
its Commonwealth members to drive future trade 
agreements towards more inclusivity via regional 
trade agreements with francophone countries.

Non-tariff barriers

3. Improve compliance

Several non-tariff barriers relate to delays at the 
UK border for import control. These delays can be 
alleviated by ensuring that all regulatory controls and 
procedures are followed prior to arrival at the border.

4. Trade information portal

Understanding what is required to comply is a critical 
requirement to the level of compliance. However, this 
needs to be addressed in a more comprehensive, 
co-ordinated and transparent manner by the UK 
government. The UK.GOV website has a wealth of 
useful information but is not directed at non-experts 
and does not provide a practical guide for exporters/
importers. This may be addressed by offering a trade 
information portal (as promoted by the World Bank 
[2012] and UN Economic Commission for Europe 
[2021]), which would provide direct guidance to 
importers and exporters on what the processes are 
and how to comply with them.

Conclusion

Post-Brexit, the UK adopted the EU’s Generalised 
Scheme of Preferences6 (GSP), which gives 35 
African countries reduced or zero tariffs for exports 
to the UK, and has further signed post-Brexit trade 
deals with 16 African countries – known as economic 
partnership agreements (EPAs). For the most 
part, these new agreements, which offer duty-free 
and quota-free access to British markets, are not 
much different to the old ones that were held with 
the EU (Hairsine 2021). From a post-Brexit trade 
agreement perspective, South Africa is covered 
under the SACUM EPA; Egypt has fully ratified 
an agreement with the UK; Algeria is in ongoing 
discussions, while trade continues under the GSP; 
and Morocco has agreed to a provisional application 
of an agreement. Although discussions are underway 
with Nigeria, there was no officially published status 
of those discussions at the time of writing. The 
rest of Africa makes up the remaining 34 per cent 
of trade and there is a drive on the continent to 
achieve a more balanced and consistent approach to 
trade relationships.

At the time of writing, there was limited statistical 
information available to form a conclusive opinion on 
how Brexit will affect the trade competitiveness of 
African exports to the UK. The study has identified 
several post-Brexit barriers to facilitating trade, 
which are both tariff and non-tariff related, along with 
identifying ways to address emerging bottlenecks. 
Although the UK government has offered grace 
periods, where the exporters can slowly transition 
from the EU requirements to UK requirements, 
adopting these changes may cause exporters 
additional costs and time. The study has also 
examined the impact of the coronavirus pandemic on 
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Africa’s trade competitiveness and concluded that 
the true extent of the impact of the virus will only be 
seen once the dust settles and there is some sort 
of return to normalcy of trade between countries. 
Until such time, exporters are encouraged to make 
the most of existing trade agreements and other 
mechanisms facilitating trade, and to lobby their 
countries to improve such agreements over time.
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