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Summary 

 

1. Thank you for the opportunity to comment on the Department for International 

Trade consultation document dated 6 February 2020.  Yesterday we submitted 

comments using the on line system as requested however those are repeated 

below.  In summary, the views of NFU Scotland are that: 

 

1.1. the EU’s system of applied tariffs has helped Scottish agriculture compete 

against imported food and food products produced using methods that do not 

match our standards.  They will continue to be of vital importance 

 

1.2. applied tariffs should not be unilaterally lowered in advance of trade talks – 

the UK’s 2019 WTO schedule in the case of a no-deal BREXIT, offering to 

reduce and remove tariffs, caused trade partners to halt negotiations 

 

1.3. the changes proposed on the basis of system simplification would not 

achieve that aim and would instead result in reduced tariff protection 

 

1.4. tariff reduction or removal on inputs and goods not produced in the UK should 

only be done as part of trade negotiations and in return for reciprocal 

concessions. 
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The importance of tariffs to Scottish Agriculture 

 

2. The applied tariffs are of fundamental importance to agriculture.  Having been set 

at a level relatively high compared to some other sectors, they have helped 

protect against the worst effects of global competition.   

 

3. Scottish agriculture is in a period of unprecedented uncertainty.  The ending of 

free movement is expected to cause worker shortages on farm.  Labour issues at 

food processors and in the haulage sector are also likely to impact farm 

operations and put up costs.  The support provided by current CAP mechanisms, 

which for many farmers makes the difference between profit and loss, is coming 

to an end in just four years.  Scottish agricultural support is entering a period of 

transition to a new system of but with no clear idea of what awaits us at the end of 

that process.   

 

4. Agriculture is meant to play its part in addressing the declared climate emergency 

but simultaneously it needs to help feed the extra billions expected join the 7.2 

billion already needing to be fed.  Our climate and expertise makes Scottish 

agriculture well place to assist in feeding those masses but unlike countries 

outside of the EU, we are being asked to do so without much of the chemistry that 

has helped deliver productivity gains.  We are also denied access to new plant 

and animal breeding tools that could offer solutions that could more quickly help 

us improve resource efficiency and reduce reliance on chemicals and medicines.   

 

5. Our industry is proud of the high standards it operates to but these impose very 

significant additional costs, which are not borne in competing countries – even 

some within the EU.  With WTO rules not allowing trade to be blocked to ensure a 

level playing field it is only through the applied tariffs that any protection can be 

made to our industry. 

 

6. With that level of uncertainty and with the UK entering into a series of trade 

negotiations we do not believe it to be sensible to announce or suggest potential 

unilateral reductions in applied tariffs.  To do so would mean to give ground 

without gaining anything in return.   
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7. Although the desire is to have zero tariffs between the UK and the EU there is 

significant doubt that this will be achieved.  If zero tariffs are not achieved any UK 

unilateral simplification of tariffs would benefit EU exporters and reduce protection 

to UK businesses. 

 

8. The UK Government’s May 2019 WTO tariff schedule, offering a year of zero-

tariffs on many foodstuffs, is believed to have discouraged potential trade partners 

such as Canada from discussing extending their trade deals with the EU to the 

UK.  That mistake must not be repeated.  Even without repetition that schedule 

may still overhang the thinking of negotiators from other countries. 

 

9. When trade deals are being negotiated, particularly with non-EU countries, our 

industry is very concerned that its tariff protection could be bartered away or 

abandoned in the mistaken belief that to do so would keep food prices low.  What 

such thinking generally fails to take into account is that there is very great 

difference between raw commodity prices, i.e. those paid by processors and large 

retailers, and the final price to consumers.  A 2011 Defra sponsored report ‘Retail 

Food Price Inflation Modelling’ included a figure that showed how little food retail 

prices were affected by volatility in commodity food prices. 

 

10. The 2019 schedule also failed to consider the potential impacts on the UK 

processors who form an integral and vital link in the supply chain between farmers 

and consumers.  Removing or reducing tariffs on their products encourages 

buyers to source end product from outside of the UK, putting the processors at 

risk.  There are many examples where primary agricultural production has been 

lost when a processor fails or moves elsewhere.  The combined impact of this is 

loss of local jobs and prosperity, damage to the UK GDP and balance of trade. 

 

11. The next questions offer the opportunity to comment on specific tariff codes but 

only allow five codes to be chosen.  Even allowing selection by the first 4 digits of 

the commodity codes does not permit us to address the importance of the applied 

tariffs on the huge number of agriculture raw materials and processed goods that 

impact on Scottish Agriculture.  The Agriculture and Horticulture Board has 

published a series of ‘Horizon’ documents which cover the impact of tariffs in 

different sectors.  Taking just the document covering cereals and oilseeds, a non-

exhaustive list includes twenty 4-digit codes of importance.  The selected codes in 
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the other documents cover a further forty-seven 4-digit codes and those do not 

include the egg and poultry sectors.  So, as examples we have included 

comments on the following five product codes. 

 

02013000 - Meat of Bovine Animals, Boneless Cuts with tariff rate 12.8 per cent 

plus €303.4 per 100 kg 

 

12. The applied tariff should remain the same.  Although Scotland is a net exporter of 

beef the UK as a whole is dependent on imports.  Those come mostly from the 

EU but also from South America where wages and the cost of land is much lower.  

Other exporting countries with low cost bases are also keen to get more access to 

our market.  As a result, even though Scotch beef has a high reputation for quality 

and often commands a price premium, beef is considered sensitive in trade 

negotiations.  

 

13. Unlike production methods on other continents, which have drawn considerable 

criticism of late on sustainability grounds, Scotch beef is grass fed.  Much of it is 

produced on grazing land that is not well suited to crop production.  We believe 

that is sustainable, using land that would otherwise be unproductive, to produce a 

world-class product.  However the use of tariffs is the only mechanism available to 

protect our industry from less sustainable and lower welfare beef. 

 

14. NFU Scotland emphasises the importance of beef production to Scotland’s rural 

economy with a sector share of over 20 per cent.  Any reduction in tariff protection 

would cause economic damage to the Scottish economy, especially in rural areas. 

 

11071099 - Malt (excluding roasted, wheat and flour) with a tariff rate of 

€131/tonne 

 

15. The applied tariff should remain the same.  The UK’s most important food and 

drink export is Scotch whisky.  A key input in the production of Scotch and most 

beer is malt, with the vast majority of that malt being produced in the UK from 

Scottish and English spring barley.  Spring barley is a fundamental part of the 

crop rotation on many Scottish farms.  Being a crop with relatively low inputs and 

being spring rather than autumn planted it ticks both sustainability and biodiversity 

boxes. 
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16. If UK maltings were by-passed by malt imported from what are currently ‘third’ 

countries the impact on UK growers, particularly those in Scotland, would be 

severe.  In contrast to England where the premium cereal crop is milling wheat, in 

Scotland our premium crop is low nitrogen malting barley. 

 

07019090 - Other potatoes with a current tariff of 11.5 per cent 

 

17. Scotland is designated as a high health region for seed potato production due to 

the lack of several important diseases and pests that can devastate potato crops.  

As a result, Scotland is a major exporter of seed potatoes to many countries, most 

of which are outside the EU, and is also the main supplier of seed potatoes to 

English growers.  That high health status is currently protected in a number of 

ways beyond tariffs.  Scottish regulations restrict how seed potatoes can be 

produced and also the production of potatoes for consumption.  EU phytosanitary 

rules prevent the importation of seed potatoes from almost all non-EU countries 

and there are additional controls on table potatoes from some countries affected 

by dangerous pests.  In addition, the Scottish Government operates a voluntary 

system under which importers of seed potatoes notify them before importation, 

physical checks to be conducted when the potatoes arrive.   

 

18. Despite these actions there have been isolated outbreaks of plant pests 

associated with importation of seed from the Netherlands and table potatoes 

brought into Scotland from England.  Thankfully these have been quickly 

contained by destruction of the affected crops.  Going forward, protection of the 

health status of Scottish seed potatoes is very important not just to the Scottish 

economy but also to English growers.  The maximum tariff for seed potatoes, at 

just three per cent provides some protection but the 11.5 per cent tariff on 

imported table potatoes provides more and should be retained as an effective 

deterrent to importation. 

 

0406 - Cheese and curd with current tariff ranging from €139.1 to 

€221.221.8/100kg 

 

19. The applied tariff should remain the same.  The UK is a significant importer of 

cheese.  Although the majority of cheese imports come from the Irish Republic, 
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France and Germany there are other sources, including Canada and New 

Zealand that benefit from EU tariff rate quotas.  Despite not being self-sufficient in 

cheese the UK is itself a quality cheese producing country with 18 cheeses having 

Geographical Indicator status.  Although that indicator status provides direct 

protection for those cheeses, it is the relatively high current applied tariffs that 

provide vital protection for them and other UK produced cheese against 

substitution by non-EU imports.  Reducing tariffs would add to the sector’s 

vulnerability. 

 

0203 - Meat of swine, fresh, chilled or frozen with current tariff ranging from 

€46.7 to €86.9/100kg 

 

20. The applied tariff should remain the same.  Although the UK is now only 54 per 

cent self-sufficient in pig meat, with imports from the EU satisfying a lot of UK 

demand, that was not always the case.  Prior to 1999 the UK was a net exporter 

of pig meat but the industry was then put at a severe financial disadvantage when 

unilateral UK welfare legislation was introduced that made home production 

uncompetitive in comparison with pig meat produced in the rest of the EU.  The 

Scottish pig industry then went into significant decline with pig numbers falling 

year on year for 16 years from a 5-year average of just under 600,000 in 1999 to 

just under 320,000 in 2017.  EU legislation which partially replicated UK standards 

came into force at the start of 2013 leading to a stabilising of numbers at around 

320,000.  Unfortunately not only do the EU standards fail to match ours fully, but 

as with EU welfare legislation on laying hens, the policing by the EU of its current 

standards has been non-existent despite anecdotal reports of wide-spread non-

compliance.   

 

21. What this does indicate is the vulnerability of a sector to unilateral legislation 

without the means to enforce it on imports.  That is exactly why tariffs continue to 

be necessary.  Should the UK fail to get a zero tariff agreement with the EU then 

imposition of the current applied tariffs could allow the UK pig industry to recover 

and over time regain its ability to supply UK consumers with high quality pig meat, 

produced to the highest welfare standards. 
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Further comments on the UK Global Tariff 

 

22. Other sectors of Scottish Agriculture are also vulnerable to import pressure and 

require the continuation of the current, EU, tariffs. 

 

23. For the sheep sector its greatest concern is tariff free access to Europe.  The loss 

of that access would mean a surplus of sheep meat for disposal either to non-EU 

countries or to potentially displace some of the imports.  It is recognised that the 

current TRQs limit what can be done however tariffs should be used to prevent 

even greater competition from outside the UK. 

 

24. Although in the previous question cheese was chosen as a particular area of 

vulnerability in the dairy sector, it is also vulnerable to other processed dairy 

products.  Given the opportunity UK dairy production could produce not just more 

milk but also dairy products.  However it needs to remain profitable to do that so 

cannot afford to have prices squeezed by cheap imports. 

 

25. The Scottish poultry meat sector has gone from expansion to contraction under 

the influence of downward price pressure.  There is therefore wasted capacity in 

Scotland to produce more poultry meat which would help offset the disparity 

between UK demand and production.  Any reduction in tariffs could only serve to 

make matters worse. 

 

26. The egg sector is currently the only 'livestock' part of Scottish agriculture which 

has not seen a contraction in numbers.  UK consumers of fresh eggs are normally 

only offered BEIC Lion Code eggs which they recognise as being British.  Those 

more aware also know that the chickens that laid those eggs have been 

inoculated against salmonella, so those eggs provide greater certainty of food 

safety.  The greater import risk to egg production is in the processing sector 

where imported liquid egg and powdered egg are widely used and where the 

origin of the eggs is hidden from consumers.  The UK has welfare standards 

much higher than countries such as the US and Ukraine.  Those are costly so 

those countries can easily out-compete us on price if tariff protection is not given 

to UK eggs.  As in our reply on pig meat there is wide-scale non-compliance with 

the welfare of laying hens legislation in some EU Member States with no action 

being taken to bring that production into line with EU law.  Should there be a 
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failure to reach a trade deal with the EU then tariffs could be used to keep out 

such non-compliant eggs and egg products. 

 

27. Although spring barley is our most important cereal crop, soft wheat for distilling 

and feed use is important as are oats.  Any reduction in tariffs on soft wheat or 

maize would be a major concern as that could facilitate entry of crops that do not 

meet our quality assurance specifications, including on environmental practices, 

and those could displace Scottish and English wheat from distilleries and feed 

mills.  Russia and the Ukraine are of particular concern as the cost of shipping 

from them to Scottish ports is relatively low. 

 

28. Scotland has a long-standing reputation for its soft fruit production and that sector 

as well as the field vegetable sector have shown strong growth.  As discussed 

early in our response those sectors are however very worried about loss of 

access to workers - something that is not such an issue in most competing 

countries.  For these sectors, where imports far outweigh our exports, a failure to 

achieve zero tariffs with the EU could be advantageous, giving tariff protection 

where none was previously provided.  Unilateral reductions in tariffs would 

however further expose Scotland to competition from South America where 

production of crops such as blueberries has expanded and now directly competes 

with Scottish product.  Any reduction in tariffs would further weaken the ability of 

Scottish growers to compete with such low production (cheap labour) cost 

products. 

 

Proposal to remove tariffs on goods of 2.5% or less 

 

29. NFUS disagrees with the proposal that tariffs on goods of 2.5% or less should be 

eliminated. 

 

30. As above, we do not believe that any tariffs should be eliminated in advance of 

trade talks where they could be used as a negotiating element.  Although sub 2.5 

per cent tariffs would appear not to provide much protection the consultation 

misses the point when it suggests that “the protection value of these tariffs may 

be outweighed by the administrative burden of collecting these revenues”.  As the 

costs of collecting tariffs fall on the importer they do not offset the advantage to 

UK producers, they add to the protection provided by the tariff.  For commodities 

with narrow margins even small percentage advantages can be important. 
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Proposal to round down tariffs to the nearest standardised band 

 

31. NFUS disagrees with the proposal that tariffs should be rounded down within a 

system of banding. 

 

32. We question that the suggested change would provide any meaningful 

simplification as HRMC IT systems are already programmed to work out the 

relevant tariff charges; a computer can multiply by 18.9 per cent just as easily as 

17.5 per cent.  More importantly, this action would constitute a significant 

relaxation of tariffs, particularly rounding down of tariffs by as much as 9.9 per 

cent, as is suggested for any tariffs currently over 51 per cent.  As an example of 

the potential impact of tariff reduction, analysis done by SRUC for the Scottish 

Government in January 2018 showed a high degree of sensitivity of prices in the 

beef sector to the tariff arrangement.  Prices for 2022 would benefit by 23 percent 

from a scenario where the full EU tariffs applied rather than free trade with the 

EU.  In contrast, tariff elimination would result in prices 45 per cent lower.  

Analysis by the AHDB indicated something very similar for that sector. 

 

Proposal to move agricultural compound tariffs to single percentages 

 

33. NFUS disagrees with the proposal to switch compound tariffs to single 

percentages. 

 

34. As with the suggested rounding down of tariffs, the benefits of switching from 

compound tariffs to one based just on price percentage would be more theoretical 

than real.   

 

35. More importantly, the need to respect the bound tariffs while providing the same 

level of tariff protection would be very difficult.  More likely it would be necessary 

to set the percentage at a lower level, respecting the bound tariff in all 

circumstances but providing less protection than the compound tariff.  As an 

example, with a median beef boneless cuts price of €458 per 100kg, the current 

compound tariff would convert to a percentage of 79.  However if the price rose by 

10 per cent the equivalent tariff percentage would be 73; if it fell by 10 per cent 

the tariff percentage would be 86.4.  To respect the bound tariff, with even that 
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modest amount of price volatility, the non-compound tariff would have to be set at 

73 per cent (or 70 per cent if the proposed banding was implemented).  That 

would provide significantly less protection to UK beef producers if the import price 

fell.   

 

36. The current system also provides better price stability than a simple percentage 

because of its fixed element.  Using the same example as above and a 73 per 

cent tariff the final price of the imported beef would vary from €713/100kg to 

€872/100kg.  Using the current system the price would vary from €814/100kg to 

€872/100kg, the variation being over €100 /100kg less than with a ‘simplified’ 

tariff. 

 

37. Similarly, there are other types of tariffs with a seasonal element that apply to 

some perishable crops with short harvest windows.  These have the advantage of 

offering protection to UK production only when it is being marketed.  We suggest 

that accepting seasonality into our diets is a good thing, including for the 

environment. 

 

38. There are many commodities that only have tariffs applied by weight.  The 

products of the dairy sector and cereals mostly fall in that category.  The issues of 

conversion pointed out above would be even greater should an attempt be made 

to convert such tariffs from weight to value-based.  The result would be greater 

volatility in retail prices. 

 

Proposal to remove tariffs on key inputs to production and manufacturing 

 

39. NFUS disagrees with the proposal to remove tariffs on inputs in advance of any 

free trade deal. 

 

40. Such a change is superficially attractive if it is assumed that the goods that would 

be without tariffs are the ones our industry uses however it would not be fair to UK 

producers of those goods.  For agriculture those could include fertilisers and 

agrochemicals.  An example, from a distiller’s or brewer’s point of view, would be 

removal of tariffs on soft wheat, rice or distilling malt i.e. their imports, would be 

useful.  Just the ability to import would empower buyers to force down prices, 

disadvantaging grower and maltsters.  The same would be true for any other input 

that has UK production. 
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41. NFU Scotland therefore urges that the UK Government takes a strategic 

approach which allows the reduction of tariffs to key inputs to be negotiated with 

countries where there may be opportunities for Scottish food and drink exports. 

 

Proposal to remove tariffs where the UK has limited or zero domestic 

production 

 

42. NFUS disagrees with the proposal to remove tariffs on goods with limited or no 

UK production in advance of any free trade deal. 

 

43. As with the previous question this is superficially attractive however many 

agricultural products can suffer from substitution.  It is unlikely that UK farmers will 

ever grow rice but that crop competes with cereals in beer production.  Rice also 

competes with potatoes as a carbohydrate in UK diets.  As discussed previously 

the UK should not unilaterally remove tariffs that could be used during trade talks 

to gain better access for our agricultural products. 


