
UK Government Position Paper: New Customs Union with the EU

Summary 

The government wants an interim or transition period between the UK leaving the EU and 
the new permanent customs regime coming into effect. The government has stated during 
this period the customs union would continue to operate in ‘close association’ with the 
current model. The UK would also expect to be able to negotiate (but not implement) its 
own international trade deals  something it cannot do as an EU customs union member. It 
is seeking opinion from industry stakeholders on how long that period should be.

Once this period expires, the UK will look to agree either a "highly streamlined" border with 
the EU, or a new "partnership" with no customs border at all.

Partnership Arrangement

The "partnership" arrangement would be an "innovative and untested approach" which 
would remove the need for any customs checks between the UK and the EU. This would be 
because the UK's regime would "align precisely" with the EU's, for goods that will be 
consumed in the EU.

However, the UK would continue to operate its own checks on goods coming from outside 
the EU  and the government said safeguards would be needed to prevent goods entering 
the EU that had not complied with its rules.

Streamlined Customs Arrangement 

The UK extending customs checks to EU arrivals  but under a "highly streamlined 
arrangement" to minimise disruption at ports and airports.

UK would seek to make the existing system of customs checks "even more efficient", for 
example using number plate recognition technology at ports, which could be linked to 
customs declarations for what the vehicles are carrying, meaning the vehicles do not have 
to be manually stopped and checked.

The UK would also allow some traders to do selfassessment, calculating their own customs 
duties. However, the government acknowledged this option would still involve "an increase 
in administration" compared with being in the existing customs union.



UK perspective: 

Under either approach, both the UK and EU Member States would benefit from time to fully 
implement the new customs arrangements, in order to avoid a cliffedge for businesses and 
individuals on both sides. The Government believes a model of close association with the EU 
Customs Union for a timelimited interim period could achieve this. It would help both sides 
to minimise unnecessary disruption and provide certainty for businesses and individuals if 
this principle were agreed early in the process

European Response: 

In an official statement the EU said, “We take note of the U.K.’s request for an implementing 
period and its preferences as regards the future relationship, but we will only address them 
once we have made sufficient progress on the terms of the orderly withdrawal”. 

“An agreement on a future relationship between the EU and the UK can only be finalized 
once the U.K. has become a third country”.

The EU also rejected the U.K.’s attempted assertion that future trade might be as easy and 
efficient as it is now, as a member of the bloc.

Michel Barnier, the Commission’s negotiating chief said the customs and any trade 
relationship would only be discussed once the UK had settled matters on its Brexit bill and 
citizens’ rights.

Guy Verhofstadt, the European Parliament’s Brexit chief said the UK’s plans were a 
“fantasy”.  He tweeted: “To be in & out of the Customs Union & ‘invisible borders’ is a 
fantasy. First need to secure citizens rights & a financial settlement”


