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This thesis analyzes the long-term effects of Brexit on the operation and structure of
companies’ supply chains. The primary purpose is to describe how Brexit has
impacted companies’ organizations in terms of being resilient, preparing investments,
and finding new strategies depending on the company’s sector of activity. Thanks to
a literature review following chronological events, the study contrasts the
expectations and preparation of companies and the final repercussions after the end
of negotiations.

It appears that Brexit created logistical challenges for companies, particularly for
those that had a Just in Time strategy. Therefore, organizations developed new
strategies to face the problem by diversifying their suppliers or choosing to relocate
but the study highlights that depending on the companies’ size or sector of activity
the impact of Brexit had not been the same. Multinational companies had more
options to adjust or move their operations, while small and medium-sized enterprises
faced greater challenges due to rising costs and complicated procedures. This thesis
also reflects that companies had to face two crises during this time, the pandemic
(COVID-19) situation created disruption and it limited firms’ ability to prepare
themselves.

The thesis concludes that Brexit's impact is ongoing and it appears that supply
chains need to be adapted by changing strategies, and depending on the sector of
activity the challenge varied, also UK companies may have been more impacted. It is
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Glossary

EU

FTA

GB

MNE

SC

SME

TCA

UK

European Union

Free Trade Agreement

Great Britain

Multinational enterprise

Supply Chain

Small and Medium-sized Enterprise

Trade and Cooperation Agreement

United Kingdom



1 Introduction

In 1973, the UK entered what was then called the European Economic
Community (EEC). Until then a combination of hesitation by UK leaders and a
reluctance especially of French President Charles de Gaulle to accept its
applications to join meant that the country was not among the original members
that signed the Treaty of Rome in 1957, during the economic recovery process
after the Second World War. De Gaulle personally vetoed Britain’s applications
to join in 1961 and 1967 (Rudnick 1972). However, over time the country’s
economy was becoming more integrated with those of Western European
countries, so the UK decided to apply to be part of the EEC. To resume, the
reason of UK to be part of what has since become the EU were more economic
than political and social. Kevin O’'Rourke, in “A Short History of Brexit: From
Brentry to Backstop”, explains that in 1975 the country already voted in a
referendum about staying or not in the organization, and during that time the

answer “Yes” won with a result of 67,2% (O’Rourke 2019).

During all its history in the EU, important elements of the country’s leadership
and economic life have been suspicious of this union and much of the time
during its membership chose to opt out of some agreements. This reluctance to
commit fully was why Prime Minister Harold Wilson organized a referendum
only two years after Britain gained entry. Yet, despite the large majority in
favour of membership, this was not enough to settle the matter of how

committed to “Europe” the UK would be:

“As early as 1979, the Callaghan government refused to take part in the
European Monetary System proposed by Helmut Schmidt and Valéry
Giscard d'Estaing, using arguments that are still heard today in the UK in
relation to the euro: the desire to preserve national sovereignty in
monetary matters and to retain the flexibility provided by a national
monetary policy (in concrete terms, the possibility of devaluation). The
United Kingdom has therefore excluded itself from the enterprise that was

the first step towards monetary union.” (Schnapper, 2012).



For a long time, depending on which party was in power, this union was not
always seen as a good thing (for example with the Conservative Party). Pauline
Schnapper in 2012 was already talking about a possible referendum which
would lead to the UK to remove itself from the European Union. This had been
promised first by Prime Minister Tony Blair in 2005 during the general election
campaign (although it was subsequently ignored). As Prime Minister from 2010,
David Cameron believed that a referendum on EU membership could be used
to defeat his critics within the Conservative Party, as they had become more
powerful ever since Margaret Thatcher was forced to resign as Prime Minister in
1990. Meanwhile, the Labour Party, having originally been strongly against
membership of “Europe” (although its leaders were in favour), had evolved into
a majority pro-EU membership organization, with only a small minority of

sceptics remaining in Parliament by 2016.

The world “Brexit” appeared between 2012 and 2016. It refers to the “British
Exit” of the European Union. In June 2016, David Cameron asked the
population whether it wished to “remain” (as opposed to “stay”) in the EU. As
mentioned by O’Rourke, this decision was probably due to internal political
pressure along with a rise in Eurosceptic parties like the UK Independence
Party, which threatened to take voters away mainly from the Conservative
Party. Ultimately, 51,9% of voters chose to leave the European Union, and
Cameron resigned the following day. In 2017, the British government officially
sent a request to remove itself from the EU, following which the country had two
years to negotiate its exit with the 27 other Member States. However, several
years passed before the Brexit was clearly implemented, due to complicated
negotiations and the lack of a parliamentary majority capable of accepting
whatever version of Brexit proposed by the government, until the general
election of December 2019. In fact, to agree on a deal with the EU members,
the UK had to first agree on what it wanted and expected from the Brexit, which
was not at all easy because not even the governing party had a unified,
coherent vision of the country’s future relationship with the EU. Brexit was

postponed 3 times because draft agreements were always rejected by



Parliament, until Boris Johnson’s 2019 election victory, achieved on the

campaign slogan “Get Brexit Done”.

During these years both companies and countries tried to prepare themselves

as best as they could because nobody knew exactly which conditions would be
applied to this departure. According to the BBC, “It was a complex, sometimes

bitter negotiation, but they finally agreed a deal on 24 December” (BBC News,

2020). Thereafter it was only on 1 January 2021 that Brexit finally became

reality, despite having officially taken place already on 31 January 2020.

After the negotiation, new trade rules were decided, with an agreement (first

provisionally on 1 January 2021, and definitively on 1 May 2021), which

“maintains the absence of customs duties and quotas between the two
partners. Although customs declarations are now compulsory, along with
sanitary and phytosanitary checks in certain cases. The agreement
provides a framework for competition between the UK and the EU by
requiring compliance with high standards in a number of areas
(environment, climate, state aid, etc.), with retaliatory measures possible in
the event of divergence. It also lays down rules for cooperation in sectors
such as energy, transport and fisheries. The UK has also withdrawn from

the Erasmus+ program.” (Touteleurope.eu, 2025).

However, of particular significance with this decision is that not only companies
were impacted, but people were impacted as well. European Union passport
holders had, for example, to deal with new travelling conditions. Because Brexit
impacted supply chain costs it has sometimes also impacted prices for
consumers, including those of food. So, this subject is relevant to everyone; it
shows how just one decision affecting a country’s legal status can impact all

European Union member states.

In addition, this topic is both highly important and intriguing for a thesis due to
its relevance in today's increasingly interconnected, yet also fragementing and

volatile global economy. Because of globalization and the rise of outsourcing,



companies’ supply chains tend to be impacted by worldwide disputes and

conflicts.

The purpose of this thesis is to understand what are Brexit's long-term effects
on the operation and structure of companies’ supply chains. To answer this
guestion, we will try to highlight the differences between the predictions made
by companies during the negotiation and the real impact of Brexit after it had
been fully implemented in 2021. The goal is to see how companies have been
able to adapt their supply chains and to determine if there was a different
impact depending on the sector of activity. Quotes from French authors in this

study come from my exact translation of their texts, unless otherwise in English.

2 Literature review

With the aid of a literature review we are going to go through the significant
events of the Brexit period, from the beginning of negotiation to the current
situation as of spring 2025, to understand how companies had tried to prepare
themselves for Brexit and what has really been the impact of Brexit on their
supply chains. The first part will rely on perspectives published prior to the final
departure of the UK from the EU. We need to consider that during this time
negotiations were still in process and companies were preparing themselves by
using mostly estimation and guesswork, given the lack of clear direction
regarding what sort of Brexit deal would eventually be negotiated. For the
second part we have used literature written only after 2021, when the Brexit
was completely implemented. The goal with this literature review strategy is to
emphasize how companies could have managed their supply chain risk under

these challenging circumstances, and to identify what was unavoidable.

2.1 Anticipating and managing risk before Brexit

During the negotiations, companies tried to prevent the risk of new regulations
and tariffs. We are going to analyse how the risks were identified and the

different strategies companies tried to adopt.



2.1.1 Risk identification before Brexit

Brexit negotiations were postponed several times because of what is effectively

the constitutional process that had to be followed:

“The British Parliament must accept the terms negotiated between the
European Council and Theresa May [then British Prime Minister].
Unfortunately, many members of the UK government are convinced
Eurosceptics and reject a Brexit that is too ‘soft’. Believing that the terms
negotiated by the Prime Minister do not allow enough detachment
between the United Kingdom and the European Union, they are
blockading and rejecting all the proposals put forward so far, not wanting
to maintain any relations other than trade with the continent” (Quinet,
2019).

We understand that it was even harder for companies to prepare themselves for
Brexit when even the government, as distinct from the governing party, was not

able to find a common agreement.

Due to this situation, two different types of Brexit were envisaged and expected.
These are best regarded as “ideal types”—defined by Max Weber as “not a
description of reality but it aims to give unambiguous means of expression to
such a description” (quoted in Kolko 1961: 243). The first one was the outcome
of a “Hard Brexit’; it refers to “the scenario in which no agreement is reached
between the United Kingdom and the European Union.” (Quinet, 2019). If no
agreement would be reached, Great Britain would not be linked to European
Union by any trade treaties. Instead, the customs barriers outlined by the World
Trade Organization (WTO) would be reinstated without delay. In this case, the
UK would be seen similarly to any non-EU country (Quinet, 2019). This situation
would be the worst one because it would become significantly more difficult to
trade in comparison with before. In addition, “It would also make imports more
expensive because of new customs duties. These additional costs would be

passed on to consumers and would therefore have an impact on the price of



imported goods” (Quinet, 2019). To continue, “A hard Brexit could include a shift
to standard WTO tariffs (2% to 13%) on all exports and imports and also result
in a 10% increase in the cost of UK labor and a 20% depreciation in the British
pound” (Bain & Company, 2017). Leaving the EU with a Hard Brexit we
conclude would have been a very difficult situation for companies, as they
would have had to change their transactions strategies completely and
probably, as a direct consequence, have to pay more to export/import with the

EU, rather than inside it.

The second possibility was a “Soft” Brexit. This refers to an agreement that
would maintain some of the benefits of the single market and limit trade
disruption. The agreement that would probably be made in favour of this
outcome will possibly be one that will look like the Norwegian case. Norway is a
member of the European Free Trade Association (EFTA), whose goal is to
promote free trade among its members. Unlike the European Union, EFTA does
not operate as a customs union, allowing its member countries to independently
negotiate customs duties with non-member countries. Additionally, Norway is a

participant in the European Economic Area (EEA) (Quinet, 2019).

The possibility of such a deal would lead to an easier situation:

“The critical difference between a deal and no deal is tariffs (taxes on
imports). Without a deal, EU importers would pay the EU most-favoured
nation (MFN) tariffs on any good imported from GB to the EU, and GB
importers the UK Global Tariff on goods moving the other way. Essentially,
businesses in the UK and EU would face the standard tariffs payable on
imports from any other country with which their country does not have an
FTA” (Marshall et al., 2020).

If the negotiation ended with an agreement, it would be easier for companies to
continue exchange with Britain, as in this scenario their supply chains would be

less impacted.



Indeed, Brexit would probably have an impact on logistics, as new regulations
and situations would probably appear. The goal of logistics is to be efficient and
able to bring the production to the customers, but with maybe new regulations

and laws, transactions would not be realized the same way.

In addition, in the view of some literature British supply chains are more
vulnerable. According to Flach et al. (2020), “In 2019, 50% of the UK’s imports
and 47% of the exports were traded with the EU27.” The economy of Britain is
therefore largely based on its trade with the member countries of the European
Union. Exiting the European Union with solid agreements therefore seemed
essential for the country, which would risk suffering if it had to face substantial
customs duties. We therefore understand that a possible ‘Hard Brexit’ was
worrying some companies, which would risk losing their trade
agreements/customers with EU member countries. Nevertheless, the point is
not only about exports but also about imports. In fact, British companies need
also to keep their EU member-based suppliers. “For the UK, 64% of the goods
that are dependent on 5 or fewer suppliers come from countries within the EU”
(Flach et al., 2020). So, there were envisaged possible shortages/difficulties in
finding products, as factories and businesses would be unable to manufacture
them because they would not have all the materials and intermediate goods that
they needed. Indeed, EU members did not face the same situation in case of no
Brexit deal, as they were less dependent on the UK, and companies located
within the EU will probably be able to find relatively easy solutions to replace

some of their products they had hitherto imported from the UK.

Moreover, border control would probably take more time after the onset of
Brexit, not only because more documentation would be needed but also
because the government may not have the time to train new employees on the
new facilities and methods they will need to administer and control. Having
reduced border controls to facilitate easier trade and movement of people within
the EU over decades, there would be a sudden demand for staff to implement

the arrangements agreed between Britain and the EU. Companies were afraid



of late delivery, which would impact not only their supply chains but also their

customers’ satisfaction.

2.1.2 Company reactions and anticipated strategies

During the negotiation period companies tried to do their best to be prepared.
But with no real information and then the sudden Covid-19 pandemic, most of
them faced difficulties due to the combination of uncertainty regarding the Brexit
deal and the unavoidable pandemic-related disruption. “Many firms lost several
months of Brexit preparations earlier this year, as staff were diverted to the
coronavirus response or furloughed” (Institute for Government, 2020). As the
British government decided to keep the beginning of January 2021 as the Brexit
official starting point, COVID-19 had reduced a lot of time for companies to

prepare themselves for Brexit.

To face this situation, according to the literature we understand that companies
had to develop new strategies. Supply chains were rethought to prevent the risk

of troubles due specifically to Brexit:

“The implications for supply chains based on these short insights is that
they will respond to costs and risk by re-configuration. This is an
opportunity as well as a threat and the impact will be firm-specific. It
appears boards in the two sectors analyzed [food and automotive sectors]
should be undertaking detailed supply chain mapping and risk mitigation —

sooner rather than later" (Kotios and Braithwaite, 2017).

Companies had to analyze and find a new structure for their business by
mapping their supply chains and identifying sources of risk. We are going to
emphasize some of those strategies that have been highlighted by Quinet
(2019). The first one is the security or risk management strategy which leads a
company “to put in place security measures in its supply chain and to keep up
to date with the various government legislations, it will be implemented in all
companies trading with the UK.” (Quinet, 2019). In addition, the avoidance

strategy was also really used during this time; it refers to “remove a risk from its



supply chain by canceling the investment initially planned but whose profitability
has become too uncertain” (Quinet, 2019); companies might prefer to stop a
product than to take the risk of losing too much money because of negotiation
uncertainty. Then, we can talk about other options like the speculation strategy,

[113

which “consists of anticipating demand by building up stocks of finished
products, raw materials, etc. with a PPO downstream in the chain (Push vision)’
(Quinet, 2019), the goal is to achieve price efficiency along the supply chain. A
contrary perspective there is also the postponement vision which uses the pull
concept by “delaying the commitment of resources as much as possible in order
to avoid unnecessary surplus costs (Pull vision) with a PPO much further

upstream’. (Quinet, 2019). As a security measure, some companies chose the

hedging strategy that

“involves multiplying supply routes, is a security measure used by
companies to avoid dependence on a single supplier. It can be very useful
in a situation like Brexit, but it involves investment and trust in multiple
suppliers, as well as standardization of tasks to maintain supply chain

consistency.” (Quinet, 2019).

In its document “Is your supply chain ready for Brexit?”, Bain & Company (2017)
showed to companies that they needed to anticipate the situation by creating for
example different scenarios featuring different new regulations, and creating
how to identify some “signposts” to be able to change their strategy whenever
required, which, under such uncertainty, could be frequently. It also proposed
some strategic decisions that they can use like the “no-regret move”, which
would consist of reducing costs and improving operational efficacy. In addition,
it highlighted the “options and hedge” strategy, which is about “Leadership
teams that develop strategic options and hedges for a variety of future
scenarios navigate better when new developments unfold” (Bain & Company,
2017). The last strategic option the report gives is the “big bets” which refers to
"the most challenging balancing act involves large-scale investments that have
different payoffs depending how future uncertainties play out”. To end, this

report concludes on the fact that the key for companies is to be able to manage
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uncertainty by being able to react fast. "By incorporating change into the
strategic process, companies can pivot and correct course quickly as Brexit
unfolds" (Bain & Company, 2017)

Nevertheless, with the new regulations and because it would take time before
every new law will be cleared, it was already anticipated that some companies
may act illegally without knowing they are in breach of the law. “Given how
poorly prepared many businesses are, there is a risk that some may
inadvertently find themselves acting illegally come January — by failing to fill out
the right customs paperwork or not complying with new regulations” (Institute for
Government, 2020). As a result, the governments and regulators would need to
find solutions to clarify these laws and maybe should prioritize keeping a

company active instead of punishing it too harshly.

Due to this anticipation, it appears that "Brexit uncertainty led to a 9.2% annual
reduction in UK services exports, equivalent to a cumulative loss of USD 146.8
billion between 2016 and 2019." (Du et al., 2025). Even before the end of the
negotiation period and Brexit was officially pronounced some repercussions

already appeared.

2.1.3 Uncertainty depending on companies’ activity sectors

Now that we know the different types of strategies companies could decide to
take and which Brexit might have foreseeably involved, we need to understand

that depending on the sector of activity, risks are not the same.

"The effects of Brexit are therefore not predictable based on economic
theory, but it appears they will be sector and context specific and may be
guite dramatic in their impact when the combination of exchange rates,
tariffs and non-tariff barriers are factored in for a specific firm." (Kotios and
Braithwaite, 2017).

In fact, depending on the industry regulations, the impacts would not be the

same, so we will take some examples of sectors mainly impacted.
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First, the automotive industry was always going to be impacted because itis a
highly interconnected sector, making customs and regulatory barriers almost
certain to impact it (Quinet 2019). The automotive industry faced 9% tariffs on
vehicles, disrupting integrated supply chains ( Kotios and Braithwaite, 2017).
Automotive companies were more likely to use more the postponement strategy
(we already explained it above, in section 2.1.2), because they have most often
a reactive supply chain. We can take the example of car manufacturers’
strategies: according to Bain & Company (2017), Nissan continued to invest in
the UK, hoping for a free trade agreement at the end of the negotiation.

Meanwhile, Toyota waited for more information before making any decisions.

Nissan, for example, canceled its plan to invest in the UK. In fact, the company
originally had a project, which was to build one of their new car models in
Suderland in north east England. In return, the British government had
promised to offer them some money for their investment in the country during
the Brexit negotiation process. Nevertheless, Nissan finally decided to cancel its
plan because according to the company, there was too much uncertainty
around Brexit so the project would instead take place in Japan. This has
happened against a backdrop of a further setback to the end of negotiations
(29th March 2019), due to the protracted failure to reach an agreement between
the UK and the EU. This example shows that uncertainty effectively forced
some companies to remove their activities from the UK. In addition, these
situations were the cause of some chaos inside the British government. In a
contemporaneous article from the Guardian, it seems clear that not every
minister was informed of the situation and of the proposition of money in
exchange for some investments by companies in the country. “Nicky Morgan,
who chairs the Treasury select committee, complained that MPs [Members of
Parliament] had not been informed about the deal with Nissan before Monday”
(Sabbagh and Jolly, 2019). This chaos did not help the country to face Brexit
such that companies could assume Britain was a safe place to start and

continue business.
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The seafood sector needed to change its strategy as well (Love et al. 2018). In
fact, the seafood industry had been a big debate during these negotiations, not
only about fish but also about UK waters and quotas which needed to be
defined. "The debate over Brexit and the fisheries question has focused very
largely on the expected benefits for the UK's fishing industry to the virtual
exclusion of potential implications for the seafood supply chain ... One of the
strongest links in the seafood supply chain — the processing industry — could
prove to be the most vulnerable" (Love et al. 2018). The processing sector of
seafood faced multiple risks: possible higher costs depending on the tariffs on
imported goods, meaning they would lose a part of their processing workers
who were from the EU and would probably have to change their business
location depending on companies’ possible decision to move their operations to
EU to avoid trade barriers. In conclusion, "Today the EU figures significantly in
the UK's seafood supply chain, accounting for around 66% of all UK fish
exports” (Love et al. 2018). As we have seen before, the UK risked being
impacted more than the EU for its exports. Most of its exports were going to the
EU due to a combination of proximity and membership of the Single Market, so
any disruptions in trade arrangements were likely to hurt the UK a lot. Linked to
this issue, small businesses would be more impacted because unlike big
companies they might not be able to absorb extra costs or find easily viable

alternatives.

"For those small-scale enterprises situated on England’s south coast
wishing to exploit their locational advantage in terms of access to the near
continent, the greater risks would appear to come from non-tariff
impediments in the form of added documentation and border checks that
could cause delays and disrupt delivery schedules for fresh fish to clients

in Europe” (Love et al. 2018).

Finally, we need to include the Ireland situation. In fact, a major goal was to
protect Northern Ireland from some Brexit regulations to protect the all-island
economy, although within Britain there were and are forces opposed to this. In

order to be able to achieve this challenge EU and the UK had agreed on a
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Northern Ireland Protocol, but even though this protocol had been agreed in
2019, in 2020, it was hard to be sure it would be 100% effective after the

negotiation period.

“The Northern Ireland protocol, agreed in October 2019 as part of the
Withdrawal Agreement, requires EU law on customs and single market
regulation on goods to be applied in Northern Ireland. Businesses trading
across the Irish Sea will need to demonstrate that they comply with these
measures. This means that new customs and regulatory paperwork,
checks and processes will be required on goods entering Northern Ireland
from Great Britain from 1 January 2021. The UK government is legally
obliged to ensure that these new systems and infrastructure are in place to
support the arrangements. Businesses need to be ready to use them. But

in reality, preparations are off track” (Institute for Government, 2020).

Companies were afraid that the infrastructure to complete the new process
would not be ready in time, so they could face delays. Delays would be
particularly bad for companies’ supply chains, especially for those accustomed
to just-in-time delivery. This was confirmed by the disruption related to the
coronavirus pandemic, which led to significant delays and costs across supply
chains that were revealed to be lacking in resilience, due to the focus on

efficiency (Dempsey 2021).
2.2 The real impact of Brexit on companies SC

2.2.1 The upheaval following the end of negotiations

« The Trade and Cooperation Agreement was signed on 30 December 2020,
was applied provisionally as of 1 January 2021 and entered into force on 1 May

2021. » (European Commission, 2020).

To end the Brexit negotiation the TCA was written and signed by both parties.

This agreement explains the new regulations and laws that cover the exchange
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between UK and EU countries members. First about the Free Trade

Agreement,

"The agreement covers not only trade in goods and services, but also a
wide range of other areas of interest to the EU, such as investment,
competition, state aid, fiscal transparency, air and road transport, energy
and sustainability, fisheries, data protection and social security

coordination.” (European Commission, 2020).

The TCA specifies new regulations that companies have to follow as a result of
the relatively “hard” Brexit: “Overnight we have gone from frictionless trade to
full export documentation. This is a fundamental change in the system” (Bailey
et al., 2022, p. 477) ”. In the declaration to trade with the EU, which was not the
case before, this administrative work adds complexity to their organizations and

supply chains.

“On transport, the agreement provides for continued and sustainable air,
road, rail and maritime connectivity, though market access falls below
what the Single Market offers. It includes provisions to ensure that
competition between EU and UK operators takes place on a level playing
field, so that passenger rights, workers' rights and transport safety are not

undermined” (European Commission, 2020).

The goal by the end of the negotiation was for the UK to leave the EU without
losing all its ability to trade with EU member states. It seems obvious that the
country could not have the same access to free trade due to the insistence by
the British on a “harder” Brexit, but by agreeing on some simple policy and
regulations, the EU and the UK tried to keep a good relationship so that their

economies would not be as fully impacted by the formal separation.

"Endemic to the vast majority of subsidiaries and sectors has been the
need to risk manage the uncertainty arising from the Brexit vote, and the

problematic negotiation of an eventual withdrawal agreement, at the same
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time as ensuring continuing subsidiary competitiveness and performance"
(Fuller, 2022, p.1965).

Brexit shows that it is hard to deal with uncertainties in supply chain
arrangements. Companies needed to stay competitive despite the fact that they
were not sure of what would happen the day after the end of negotiations. The
goal was to get as resilient a supply chain as possible by being able to adapt
quickly to new challenges. This challenge was compounded by the pandemic

beginning in March 2020, and all the disruptions associated with that.

We have seen previously that companies tried their best to prepare themselves
to face the new regulatory environment. Now we are going to analyze the real
changes that have taken place and their real impact on companies’ supply

chains.

"Under the TCA, trade between the UK and the EU is duty and quota free,
but the UK is no longer a member of the EU's single market or customs
union. However, the implementation of the TCA has resulted in increased
trade costs due to the re-establishment of a customs and regulatory
border between the UK and the EU” (Badaoui, 2024).

We first understand that despite this agreement companies now faced

previously hidden costs so they had to change their policy to try to reduce them.

In addition, as customs controls were imposed, general costs and logistical lead
times also increased. "Tariffs and non-tariff barriers, such as customs
processing costs and regulatory differences, have increased transaction costs
and reduced market access for companies operating throughout the European
Union” (Badaoui, 2024). We see that formalities impacted exchanges and
created some delays in the supply chain management. As an example, it has
been reported that companies have been directly confronted with export

challenges.



16

“An export health certificate, which you require for every meat product, are
£200 each and there’s been vet shortages as well on top of the increased
need for them. So these extra costs for sending meat abroad, exporting it,
are costing the industry around £50 million and that money has to come
from somewhere” (a farmer quoted in the qualitative interview of Lindsey,
O’Brien, & Clark, 2024),

In our previous research about companies’ preparation for Brexit, we read that
companies were afraid to be confronted by late deliveries and, the day after the
end of negotiations, “The inconveniences in the form of port congestion,
blockages of goods and longer delivery times soon became apparent”
(Chaumette, 2021). What companies had feared happened and some changes
of strategy needed to be developed and implemented quickly. Ports were also
mainly impacted by the new regulations: because of new customs control,
maritime flows needed to be reorganized, which also led to an extension of

delivery times.

As a result, the Just in Time-organised supply chain was mainly impacted
because this system requires a simple flow of goods without interruption, based
on the concept of “flow” (Handfield and Linton 2023). “The latter illustrated the
vulnerability of manufacturing (and not just auto) that relies on ‘Just in Time’
(JIT) supply chains to any form of Brexit that could cause customs delays and
supply chain disruption.” (Bailey et al., 2022, p. 475). As companies had to face
delays and more procedures, this previously operational efficiency-focused
system was impacted significantly. Manufacturers experienced higher costs and
greater inefficiencies because they were forced to adjust their operations, and

therefore their strategies by rethinking their inventory management process.

2.2.2 The repercussion

We have seen that all these changes in controls and policies have created

delays so companies were forced to rethink their supply chain management.
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To start we know that companies have reviewed their strategy, sometimes with
drastic effect: “A large number of European companies have simply stopped
exporting to the UK” (Badaoui, 2024). Lots of firms chose to reduce their
exports and limit exchange with the UK because of the prices they now had to
pay for control but also because of the complexity Brexit had created.” The
share of EU goods exports in total UK imports has remained slightly below its
pre-Brexit level; by contrast, the share of imports from non-EU countries
continues to grow” (Badaoui, 2024). Among many government ministers and
ruling party members of parliament, it had been seen as more interesting to
have non-EU suppliers, encouraging supplier diversity. Given the newly
imposed legal and regulatory conditions, business leaders were forced to
respond accordingly. We also have some examples of companies that had
deliberately chosen to relocate their production. “Companies, such as Jaguar,
are leaving the UK to relocate to mainland Europe, specifically the Netherlands
and Slovakia, mainly due to uncertainty surrounding post-Brexit trading
conditions” (Badaoui, 2024). In the first part of our literature review, we
highlighted this possible strategy, and we now see that it had been used after
the negotiation ended. Still, with the idea of developing some solutions, the EU
tried to find new ways of replacing the UK, "Investment programmes and spatial
planning policies can be identified and prioritized to enhance the role of specific
regions as EU hubs in the GVC network" (Tsekeris, 2021, p. 1511). By investing
in new roads and vision, it appears that they are trying to replace their previous

exchange.

Reconfiguring their supply chain is a challenge for both parties (EU and UK).
"Firms had to weigh the risks of reduced access to EU markets against the
opportunities that might arise from new trade agreements with non-EU
countries" (Du et al., 2025). For UK companies it has been important to realize
the losses and opportunities that will appear from dealing with new countries. It
was relevant to take into consideration all the impacts that can arise with the
reconfiguration of their supply chains, to the extent of considering strategic

adjustments that need to be made.
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In addition, based on the literature review, it is evident that European countries
were a somewhat more prepared than the UK: "The fact that the UK regions
form a single country cluster which is not strongly interconnected with the
continental EU regional clusters... may imply that the impact Brexit will have on
GVC will be largely concentrated in the country” (Tsekeris, 2021, p. 1505). As
predicted, the impact of Brexit has been more important for the UK than EU
member countries, not least due to asymmetry of one country outside a single
market facing 27 EU member states inside a single market. In fact, EU
countries have been able to count on other countries in the world and
easily/strategically replace its trade with the United Kingdom, which has much
less to offer with respect to goods for sale. This has not been possible for the

UK, which has far fewer alternatives.

Then, as we had concluded in our analysis of earlier published literature,
depending on the companies’ size the impact was not the same. "Only 6.5% of
UK firms had plans to adjust supply chains" (Aquilante, 2022). This quotation
shows us that smaller companies were not prepared enough for all these
changes, and "During pre-transition planning, small businesses in particular
opted to embrace nearshoring over a diversity in suppliers” (Aquilante, 2022),
meaning that smaller companies chose to have closer suppliers before the
Brexit which was probably not the best choice regarding the Post-Brexit
situation. It is also important not to forget that "Smaller companies have been
most affected by the period of uncertainty compared to larger companies which
are better able to absorb the associated costs." (Badaoui, 2024). Indeed,
"SMEs were disproportionately affected by Brexit-related uncertainty, while
MNEs were more likely to relocate operations outside the UK, exacerbating
trade declines” (Du et al., 2025). Relocating had been a solution for big
companies, which was not likely to be the case for small ones with more limited

resources.

Contrary to small businesses, "Larger firms, while still favouring nearshoring,
planned to become more resilient via a combination of the two strategies”

(Aquilante, 2022). Larger companies chose to find a balance between
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nearshoring and relocalization, their goal was to be able to face different types

of decisions/ situations by diversifying their suppliers.

“So, we've had a few suppliers, probably five or six, one major supplier in
Germany, that basically said they no longer will deliver to us anymore” (Bailey
et al., 2022, p. 477). This quotation highlights the point that Brexit impacted
directly the relationship between the buyer and the supplier. Because trading
with the UK became sometimes too expensive for EU companies they chose to
stop working with some of their long-time suppliers. "Some suppliers have
basically refused to deliver in the Brexit date ... Britain is not the centre of the
world, they have a huge number of countries within the European Union and
outside the European Union to take care of" (Fuller, 2022, p.1971). In addition, it
was easier for companies to focus on trading with other companies with reliable
and simple supply chains than with UK, a country where regulatory and policy
changes were constant. These new Brexit-imposed arrangements were
negative for both suppliers and buyers. Consequently, they both had to find a
new partner, which is not necessarily easy, especially regarding the possibility

of not finding a similar agreement to the one they had together before Brexit.

At least Brexit's impact, as it had been predicted, was different depending on
the sector of activity. "The increase in UK-EU trade barriers has led to a 6%
increase in food prices in the UK over the period between the end of 2019 and
September 2021 in comparison to the years before December 2019." (Bakker et
al., 2022). Inflation had been caused by Brexit so the impact on consumption as
well could have been forecasted. Inflation and the change in customers’ habits
also have an impact on the supply chain. Depending on their sector of activity
companies were also not impacted in the same way because regulations and
tariffs were not the same. "Products with high EU import shares such as fresh
pork, tomatoes, and jams were more affected than those with low EU import

shares such as tuna and exotic fruits like pineapple" (Bakker and al., 2022).

To conclude, it is important to notice that “Brexit has not been as much of a

disaster as it could have been but that is partially because of our [companies’]
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preparation and flexibility, and hard work by our [companies’] logistics planning
people” (Bailey et al., 2022, p. 478). Some businesses have invested in
searching for solutions and preventing or mitigating the risk of Brexit (by
diversifying their suppliers, and stockpiling goods, among other measures).
Companies with strong supply chain resilience had been able to deal with some
Brexit new regulations better than others and as a result, had been less

impacted.

2.2.3 Companies have not only faced Brexit but also Covid-19

At the same time Brexit was announced, Covid-19 was already disrupting
supply chain organizations. Companies suddenly had to face two big crises at

the same time.

First, companies were simply not prepared to face these crises. Just-in-Time

logistics strategy was most impacted by Brexit and Coronavirus.

"The business objective of maintaining low stock levels, especially for
short shelf-life products, based on JiT [Just in Time] supply chain
strategies, relies on the Dover Strait and Channel Tunnel routes. This
therefore represents something close to a single point of failure in the UK
food distribution network, potentially exposed by COVID-19" (Garnett,
Doherty & Heron, 2020, p. 317).

The difficulty in forecasting with COVID-19 and the delays in production and
transport caused significant disruption to this logistics strategy. In addition,
"Approaches such as ‘lean sourcing’, just-in-time (JiT) logistics, standardized
components and reductions in the supply base have tended to neglect the
systemic risks caused by exogenous shocks or disruptions to supply chains"
(Garnett, Doherty & Heron, 2020, p. 315). The supply chain lacked resilience
during that time. Even when they tried to implement new strategies (like we
have seen previously in section 2.1.2: Company reactions and anticipated

strategies), it was not enough.
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Furthermore, COVID-19 created disruption in the labour supply, so also
affecting the supply chain of companies. "Workforce safety concerns and lack of
available workforce due to travel restrictions and social distancing measures
could hold up the picking of fruits and vegetables in the EU or UK, directly
affecting the supply of fresh food" (Garnett, Doherty & Heron, 2020, p. 317).
Indeed, companies were confronted with new problems. Due to Brexit, lots of
workers needed to get a Visa to work legally in the UK. To get this visa it was
necessary to pay and some workers were not able (or did not want) to pay for
the visa. “It's now incredibly difficult to bring workers over if they don’t meet the
visa requirements which are strict and, in my opinion, unnecessary” (a farmer
from the qualitative interview of Lindsey, O’Brien, & Clark, 2024). Then, it took
some time for some other workers to be able to get their visas, due to the long
administration process. In addition, because of COVID-19, some sanitary
measures have complicated work interaction, and the supply chain needs to be

adapted to face all these problems.

"Brexit has affected sectors that rely on cross-border commerce with EU
countries, while services that require face-to-face interaction have been
negatively impacted by Covid 19" (Paraskevadakis, D. & Ifeoluwa, A., 2022). It
is important to notice that during the COVID period actions that needed
interaction took more time than before. So, as Brexit created new administration
phases it was hard for companies to deal with them at the same time as dealing

with the impossibility of being helped face to face by a qualified person.

"Covid 19 epidemic restricts people’s migration, and Brexit, which results in the
UK having a geographical barrier with other EU countries, has had a significant
impact on the RoRo ferry sector" (Paraskevadakis & Ifeoluwa, 2022). In the
maritime sector, COVID-19 forced the supply chain to be rethought, as
operations were not the same and the new borders created by Brexit did not
help. We can imagine a company that had just improved its supply chain under
EU single market rules and in 2021 it needed to meet the new Brexit
regulations. With the end of the negotiation, new control on borders proceeded,

and it was sometimes more expensive for companies from certain countries to
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continue using the UK as a route for transportation to and from Ireland: "Due to
Brexit and Covid-19, several Irish businesses moved from using the UK
landbridge for exports to direct shipping routes to continental Europe, despite

higher costs" ( Paraskevadakis & Ifeoluwa, 2022).

"Dramatic changes in market demand and the supply chain network have made
buffer management and flexibility less effective in the Covid-19 situation”
(Suhaimi, Zhang, Liu, & Godsell, 2023). It had been perceived that COVID-19
created changes in supply chains. As a result, new challenges and situations
appeared and every company tried to do its best to adapt its strategy and

operations to all those new needs.

Then, this literature highlights that supply chains need to be more resilient.

“The COVID-19 recovery requires a focus on building redundancy and
diversity in the food system, new institutional structures across the UK
government, international collaborations and an investment in UK farming

to boost sustainable production” (Garnett, Doherty & Heron, 2020, p. 318).

Being more resilient will help companies to avoid and be prepared for future
crises or challenging situations. The pandemic underlined that companies

should improve and restructure their supply chain.

To conclude, crises like those discussed above sometimes push companies to
develop their supply chain: "Supply chain planning is more effective in Brexit
and Covid-19 than in the normal situation” (Suhaimi, Zhang, Liu, & Godsell,
2023). Maybe we can recognise that crisis can create benefit sometimes to
companies because they improve their strategy and become more resilient as a
result of having to develop an appropriate response. By facing risky situations,

they must try to find solutions, so as to analyze their processes and do better.
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3 Research methodology

3.1 Research methods
To conduct this thesis, the following methods were implemented.

First, it was important to gain an understanding of the topic by learning about
the timelines of the event and how the concept of Brexit developed. By
conducting different readings, with varying points of view and also different
types of literature, we were able to know who was involved, why the UK decided

to leave the European Union as it did, and the impact of that on supply chains.

To continue, by reading a variety of literature and learning more about the topic
as understood from different perspectives, the idea of dividing the thesis into
two parts (with the first one about the negotiation and the second one about the
situation after Brexit was definitely pronounced) emerged. In fact, to well
describe and analyze the impact of Brexit it is important to use the timeline of
the event and to see that information didn’t arrive all at the same time, but was
itself emergent. By reading this thesis according to the chronology of events.
With this analytical method, we understand better companies’ situations and
decisions because they took time depending on what was happening; that is to
say, decision-making was necessarily contingent. Also, some literature
sometimes was not relevant enough to be used because they were saying quite
the same thing as some others, descriptive at best and often somewhat
superficial, while other authors explored the subject more deeply, so it was
important to be able to choose the right information sources that contained the

most useful and clear information.

In addition, we have used the results of qualitative empirical research, such as
that conducted on farmers in the United Kingdom, whose goal was to show the
vision of the British people of this situation. This kind of information meant that

there was greater evidential support for certain conclusions, and of a kind more
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likely to be reliable than a new survey conducted with far smaller resources, as

would have been the case for this project.

3.2 Limitations

On the basis of the sources consulted, we discovered that we can quickly face

some problems/difficulties during our research.

First, for our references, it was necessary to find some without an overbearing
or strident political position about the subject. Of course, this can be difficult
because when you talk about political issues, as many authors are likely to have
a political opinion that will impact objectivity, even in scientific publications. The
Brexit debate inside Britain, both before and after the referendum, was

particularly intense (Ford and Goodwin 2017).

In addition, we were surprised because Brexit is a huge topic, but there were
less documents and literature on this subject (relating to its impact on supply
chains) than we expected. Documents with different information and reliable
sources were sometimes hard to find. Even though some articles were not
focusing only on the supply chain impact but on the financial effects more
generally (so they were hard or impossible to use), we can find more articles on
the topic during the negotiation. This is probably linked with the uncertainty
created by this period and the fact that information was all the time in
movement. We can now start to find a few articles on the impact of Brexit with a
more distant view, a perspective of 4 years later at the time of writing, but these
are still not enough to cover all the challenges created by Brexit. Also, some
documents link the Covid-19 and the Brexit impact on companies’ supply chain,
as we wanted to focus more on the Brexit impact, we were not able to use some

of these works due to the lack of clarity regarding causation.

To continue, with all the research that we have conducted, we can say that

there remains a gap in the literature related to this subject. In fact, we can
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analyze the companies’ resilience in the case of Brexit, but we cannot eliminate
supply chain risk permanently, irrespective of the various causes. So, this thesis
helps to see how some strategies can help to face some hard situations, but
some challenges will remain hard to overcome. Outsourcing has created
interdependence and risk. Nowadays, in business, there is all the time
uncertainty and some events that we cannot prevent, like for example the covid

19 pandemic.

Then, during our research, we were confronted with the impossibility of finding
some precise information about companies’ strategies during Brexit because
they are either not clear or not available, most often because they are treated
as confidential information. So, using real and complete examples of companies
that will explain some choices or situations is sometimes impossible without

direct access.

To conclude, on the basis of the above, we understand that the topic remains to
some extent incomplete because we continue to perceive the emergence of
some hitherto unrecognized impact of Brexit. In fact, some repercussions have
been perceived within this year (2025) and this process of discovery is likely to
continue in the future. To a certain and not insignificant extent, Brexit and its
impact remain not wholly understood and only time will help to give answers to

some questions.

4 Conclusion

In conclusion, the literature review reveals that Brexit has been a long, difficult
and even unresolved crisis for companies’ supply chains. At first, to reduce the
possible impact of Brexit on their structure, companies tried to prevent the risk
by introducing new strategies. However, lack of information and uncertainty
during the negotiation complicated the possibility for companies to forecast or

anticipate the new regulations, tariffs, and problems they will have to face when
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Brexit was finally realised. In the middle of the COVID-19 crisis, organizations
had to face a second challenge: adapting themselves to the impact of Brexit. On
31st December 2020, the United Kingdom was definitively leaving the European
Union, so as a result of the long negotiation period, new tariffs and obligations
were implemented. As predicted, depending on the size of the company or its
sector of activity, the challenges were not the same for all: for example, it was
easier for big companies to invest in their supply chain research to be more
responsive to whatever arrangements emerged. With our analysis, we observed
that Brexit has yielded the consequence of late delivery for many firms, and this
has impacted the relationship between suppliers and buyers. In addition, for the
UK, it appears that the country had probably been more impacted because
some organizations decided to stop trading with the country due to the difficulty
of implementation of the new rules and the impact that trading with the country

could have on costs. Brexit event cost Britain some companies’ investments.

To conclude, Brexit continues to have an impact on companies’ supply chains

today; it seems that some repercussions have yet to be fully perceived. It would
be interesting in the future to analyze at a deeper level the concept of a resilient
supply chain in the context of a crisis (such as Brexit). Also, in 2030, it would be
possible to develop a more comprehensive analysis of the final impact of Brexit

on supply chain structures from a more distant point of view.
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