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n Northern Ireland Chamber of Commerce and Industry (NI Chamber) recently 

took part in an International Trade Survey as part of a wider survey by the British 

Chambers of Commerce (BCC).  In total 142 local members responded throughout 

August 2019, 9% of the UK total.  This is a major piece of research which surveyed 

business leaders across every size and sector of the Northern Ireland economy 

with a particular focus on manufacturing and professional services and micro/

small enterprises. 

The survey asks questions around the extent to which members participate in 

international trade and global supply chains, trade performance including post 

referendum impacts, the challenges faced by businesses trading globally and the 

types of support that matter most to facilitate a positive trading environment. 
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s • Most members who responded trade in some way outside the UK, either 

in terms of what they buy and/or in what they sell.  Just under half are 

part of a global supply chain highlighting the extent of linkages by local 

businesses into worldwide networks

• Consistent with other member surveys, the majority want to stay within 

the EU with almost 3/5ths in favour of revoking A50 in order to do so. Only 

14%, less than 1 in 7 respondents, want to leave without a deal and default 

to WTO rules

• In fact members in favour of revoking A50 and remaining in the EU 

outnumber those in favour of a ‘No Deal’ exit from the EU by 4 to 1

• A ‘No Deal’ exit from the EU will have serious consequences for Northern 

Ireland’s business community.  Almost two-fifths of members (37%) 

responding to the survey plan to relocate some or all of their business 

outside the UK in the event of a ‘No Deal’.  The survey also highlights 

largely negative consequences for trade but particularly investment and 

jobs suggesting that a ‘No Deal’ exit will certainly not be a catalyst for 

growth from a business perspective.    

• There are however those who do see it as an opportunity and around one 

quarter of members would plan to boost trade plans in the event of a ‘No 

Deal’

• The survey would suggest that businesses are somewhat ‘in the dark’ 

about future requirements for the trade in goods. 43% say they have 

registered for an EORI number. However around a third (34%) are not 

aware of any schemes by government intended to support businesses 

trade across borders.

• Businesses would like more trade support in terms of introductions to 

new business partners or distributors overseas (32%), financing (25%), 

subsidised access to trade shows (24%) and documentation support (19%). 

Administration requirements and/or regulation (33%) are one of the key 

barriers in trading internationally

• There are also concerns around how businesses deal with currency 

fluctuations.  Some 34% of businesses see this as a key barrier to trade 

although 42% do manage currency risk

• Ireland particularly and the EU more widely will remain the most important 

ex-UK trade market for local businesses over the next 3 years 
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Some of the key findings include:

EXTENT OF INTERNATIONAL TRADE

• Most members surveyed (90%) 

trade in some way internationally 

either through what they sell 

(exports) and/or what they buy 

(imports)

• 44% are part of a global supply 

chain meaning that they are part of 

a worldwide network in producing 

goods and services

BREXIT PREPARATION & IMPACT

• Around 2 in 3 (64%) have carried 

out a risk assessment of the impact 

of Brexit on their business

• Members have had mixed 

experiences in terms of trade and 

investment performance over the 

last 12 months

• 34% have seen an increase in the 

volume of EU trade while 31% 

have seen a decrease

• 40% have seen an increase in the 

volume of non-EU trade while 

19% have seen a decrease

• 33% have seen an increase in the 

volume of inventory held, 10% a 

decrease

• 30% have seen an increase in 

the time it takes to get paid by 

customers

• 11% have increased investment 

into EU countries while 8% have 

decreased investment 

‘NO DEAL’

• 37% plan to relocate some or all of 

their business outside the UK in the 

event of a ‘No Deal’ exit from the 

EU

• Other key changes in the event 

of a ‘No Deal’ include changes to 

export (37%) and import (34%) 

plans, investment plans (36%) and 

recruitment plans (35%), largely 

downward revisions particularly 

around investment and recruitment

• Only a small share of members 

believe that a ‘No Deal’ exit from 

the EU will lead to increased 

investment (4%) and recruitment 

(7%)

• Around 1 in 4 believe that it will 

lead to increased investment in 

export (24%) and import plans 

(25%)

UK TEMPORARY TARIFF REGIME 

(TTR) FOR NO DEAL

NOTE: The UK government introduced 

the TTR in March 2019 which means 

that in the event of a no-deal tariffs 

will be cut to zero on 87% of imports 

to the UK as part of a temporary no-

deal plan.  Tariffs and quotas would 

however apply to some imports 

including meat, shoes and cars.  

However, the UK’s temporary import 

tariffs will not apply to EU goods 

crossing the border from the Republic 

of Ireland to Northern Ireland

• Most businesses know little (28%) 

to nothing (33%) about the UK’s 

Temporary Tariff Regime.  Only 5% 

know a lot about it and 34% know 

something about the regime  

TRADE PLANS

• New trade partners expected 

to make up the largest share of 

business exports in the next 3 years 

include Ireland and the States 

• Around 1 in 10 members don’t have 

any plans to trade outside the 
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UK in the next 3 years while 1 in 4 

(25%) don’t know whether they will 

export in that timeframe

TRADE BARRIERS

• Key export barriers include 

uncertainty around Brexit (50%), 

tariffs (37%), exchange rate 

volatility (34%) and administration 

requirements or regulatory barriers 

(33%)

• 30% believe that a lack of Free 

Trade Agreements/preferential 

markets is a key export barrier and 

14% the lack of skilled labour

TRADE SUPPORT

• Key areas of support needed to 

encourage new and/or increased 

trade include introduction to 

business partners or distributors 

overseas (32%), financing support 

(25%), subsidised access to trade 

shows (24%) and documentation 

support (19%)

CURRENCY RISK

• 42% of businesses manage 

currency risk while 46% do not

• For those who don’t, this is mostly 

because they have little or no 

exposure to currency risk (54%).  

For 12% it is because the costs/

premiums/fees are too high

TECHNOLOGIES SUPPORTING TRADE

• Over the next 3 years businesses 

expect to use digital sales or 

networking platforms (44%), 

payment technology (e.g. mobile 

payments) (24%) and Artificial 

Intelligence (11%) to support 

export/import activity 

• Around 1 in 4 do not expect to use 

any new technology and 14% don’t 

know

HOW BUSINESSES TRADE 

INTERNATIONALLY

• 39% of those who trade 

internationally use a freight 

forwarder and 23% a custom’s 

broker

• EORI (43%) is the most commonly 

used form of government scheme 

to support trade by a significant 

margin followed by Duty Deferment 

Scheme (14%).  34% of respondents 

aren’t aware of any schemes by 

government intended to support 

businesses trade across borders!

• Over the last 12 months 19% have 

trained/upskilled staff on making 

customers declarations - 73% have 

not!

WTO TRADE FACILITATION 

AGREEMENT (TFA)

NOTE: The TFA entered into force in 

February 2017.  Its aim is to simplify 

and streamline international trade 

procedures to allow for the easier flow 

of trade across borders and thereby 

reduce the costs of trade.  

• 51% of members have never heard 

of the TFA and 22% know the name 

only

CAPACITY

• 78% of businesses are currently 

operating at full capacity
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the Post referendum fall out. They highlight increased costs associated with 

sterling’s depreciation, the need to stockpile and/or change supply chains, all 

of which has put significant pressure on cash flow.  One member makes the 

point that the supply chain for their product simply does not exist within the 

UK, which is a cause of significant concern.  There is a loss of confidence by 

external customers to trade with the UK, a reticence to invest locally because 

of huge uncertainty and the loss of/inability to attract migrant workers. NI 

Chamber members are using words like ‘abandoned’, ‘ignored’ and ‘toxic’ to 

describe the situation that business now finds itself in without a final outcome 

in sight.    
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