
      

 

PRODUCTS IMPORTED FROM CHINA 

 

Our current duty rates for importing products from China are in accordance with the ‘Most Favoured 

Nations’ (MFN) duty rates, controlled by the WTO. These MFN rates are based on a list, which the 

European Union has submitted to the WTO. This list contains the countries and the duty rates the EU 

wants to apply to the imports of all products coming from outside the EU. 

It is the EU that has decided what duties to apply to each country, it is the EU that has submitted the 

list to the WTO and not the other way around, this is an important point. The simple principle is that 

under the MFN rates, we have to treat all countries the same, hence we cannot give China one duty 

and Vietnam another, unless certain legal exceptions have been followed. 

For China, the EU currently import Seafood at the highest possible rates under the MFN, this is 

because the EU does not give China any GSP (Generalized System of Preferences) benefits and the 

EU does not have a free trade agreement with China either. Therefore the highest possible rates, 

under the MFN, apply. 

What could happen with Brexit:  

 The UK would have to submit our own list to the WTO.  

 The most likely step would be to adapt the same MFN list that we currently have in place 

through our membership with the EU.  

 The UK would then have to add the EU as a trading partner, and would have to give EU the 

same rates as every other country on this MFN list. This is why there is a lot of talk about 

food inflation. Most of our food comes from the EU, hence most of our food would have a 

huge 22% duty (on average) increase from the EU until such time we agree a free trade 

agreement with the EU.  

 In this case, duty rates from China would remain unchanged.    

 

Alternatively, the UK could send an entirely new list to the WTO, with whatever duty rates we desire. 

However we have to give the same rates to all on this list until such time free trade agreements or 

other agreements are in place. In this case, no one can currently predict what the duty rate from 

China would be, but to increase them from China would mean to increase them from the EU also. 

We have no incentive to increase our import cost, hence it is very unlikely that we will increase from 

the current level.  

 

 

 



 

 

How would Chinese imports be impacted? 

 If the MFN rates are adapted immediately by the UK, which is what is expected, then there is 

no change to import rates from China. 

 If the UK decides to send an entire new list of MFN to the WTO, then no one knows what 

these rates will be or what they could be but:  

 Such process will take time. The more likely outcome is to proceed with current MFN rates 

and adding EU as a trade partner at the same duty level (because those are the WTO rules). 

 If a new list with rates are submitted, the UK are unlikely to increase the rates. We would 

want to reduce them to enable the EU to sell to us cheaper, but this will also open the door 

to China since we have to treat everyone the same, until such time that we have agreed 

something else, within the realms of the WTO rule book.  

 

Conclusion:  

 Short term: No change in duty rates from China, at least not increased. 

 Medium term: No one knows, it will depend on too many factors to guess.   

 

Sources:  

 https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/ld201719/ldselect/ldeucom/129/129.pdf 

 Seafish UK and in turn UK customs. 
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