1

are the uk’s trade deals reflecting consumer priorities?

POLICY REPORT DECEMBER 2021

Are the UK’s trade deals
reflecting consumer
priorities?

2

are the uk’s trade deals reflecting consumer priorities?

Contents

Executive Summary						 3
Introduction							 8
Consumer expectations and priorities			

10

Progress on specific priorities				

14

• Food and product standards				

14

• Environmental protection				

21

• Data protection and digital rights		

27

• Regional inequalities				

34

Embedding consumer interests within trade deals

38

Annex							

42

3

are the uk’s trade deals reflecting consumer priorities?

Executive summary

The UK has been negotiating a wide range of new trade deals as part of its trade policy since
leaving the EU. The first major deal to be agreed as part of a new independent UK trade policy was
the Comprehensive Economic Partnership Agreement (CEPA) with Japan, and an agreement in
principle (AIP) has been reached with both Australia and New Zealand. But whether accession to
the 11 Pacific-rim member Comprehensive and Progressive Trans-Pacific Partnership (CPTPP) is
next or initial trade talks with India proceed further, the content of all negotiations have important
implications for consumers – the choices they make, the prices they pay, the standards they can
expect and the rights they can rely on.
In 2020 Which? hosted the National Trade Conversation (NTC) – a series of public dialogues
around the UK, with people from a wide range of backgrounds, to understand what they think
should be the government’s priorities for consumers when negotiating new trade deals.
This autumn we reconvened participants from these dialogues, one year on from their last
deliberation, to reconsider the issues and assess the government’s approach to negotiations.
We also conducted a nationwide survey, representative of the entire population, as well as
specific nations. Four priorities consistently emerged from the initial research conducted
in 2020 – and were particularly strongly reinforced in our most recent research:
• Maintain health and safety standards for food and products.
• Protect the environment.
• Maintain data protection regulations that protect consumer rights.
• Help address regional inequalities by protecting and promoting jobs, skills and industries
across the UK.
Which? explored these issues in detail in our research, sharing the texts of recently agreed deals and
ongoing negotiations. We also assessed the extent to which the government’s approach was in line
with consumers’ expectations and what its priorities now needed to be to ensure that they are met.
Overall, we found that there was still a high level of engagement with trade issues among the
participants from our dialogues. But, in contrast, our survey found a low level of awareness
of trade deals across the population, and scepticism that consumer interests would be taken
sufficiently into account as part of negotiations. The majority of people (67%) felt that the
government currently provides ‘too little’ information to consumers about new trade deals that it
is negotiating. There was enthusiasm for the government increasing the amount of information
online and for any communications to have consumers in mind, both in terms of the language
used and the presentation of facts.

Reflecting consumer interests
Our research findings demonstrate that there is a clear appetite for consumer views and the
impact on consumers needs to be taken fully into account as the UK government negotiates
trade deals – and support for a specific consumer chapter to be included within each trade deal.
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The agreement in principle with New Zealand has set an important precedent for this with the
inclusion of a consumer protection chapter – a world first.
‘In terms of taking account of the views of people, the UK government needs to consult
with people from everyday life and representatives of various sectors before signing trade deals.
Too much happens behind closed doors and without consultation. The government could learn
from this research which is being undertaken by Which?.’
Male, 45–54, Northern Ireland
• A consumer chapter that reinforces consumer interests throughout other chapters, needs to be an objective
for all trade deal negotiations.

Standards for food and products
Maintaining food and other consumer product standards was a priority in our original NTC
– and the reconvened participants described it as being of equal or increased importance.
For some, the Covid-19 pandemic had increased its importance. For others, the effect trade deals
can have on food standards has been highlighted by trade discussions that have occurred over the
past 12 months. 91% of survey respondents agreed that the UK government should make sure that
when agreeing trade deals, the same food safety standards should apply to food imported from
other countries as well as food produced in the UK. 87% also agreed with this for animal welfare,
and 84% for environmental protection. People in both our survey and our reconvened dialogues
rejected the idea of differentiating the tariffs that are applied to imports based on whether
products meet UK standards or not. They expected all imported food to meet UK standards.
‘I think maintaining the food standards and welfare is the most important as we have very
high standards in the UK and would not want to compromise when doing any trade deals with
other countries . We have built up a good reputation in this country in regards to animal welfare
and the quality of food and would not want to jeopardise that.’
Female, 55–64, Northern England
The UK government has made clear commitments that it will not compromise on standards and
has explicitly stated that it will not compromise the ban on use of beef hormones in order to
reach a deal with Australia, for example. But it’s still too early to see the extent to which this will
be delivered through ongoing trade talks. While text in trade deals does not force or ban changes
to our standards, free trade agreement (FTA) partners may have expectations of subsequent
changes because of the text the UK commits to. It is for example unclear what provisions allowing
for recognition of ‘equivalence’ of standards will ultimately mean for the protections consumers
can expect. A new Trade and Agriculture Commission (TAC) has been appointed to assess
the implications of trade deals for environmental and welfare standards, but it does not have
consumer interest expertise among its membership.
The government must demonstrate through the ongoing negotiations that it will stick strongly to its
commitments not to compromise on UK standards and consumer protections.
• The Food Standards Agency (FSA) and Food Standards Scotland (FSS) need to play a more central role
in ensuring that consumer interests are taken into account and upheld in relation to food standards
– including where standards and the level of protection consumers expect may relate to factors that go
beyond a scientific risk assessment, such as ethical issues.
• The Trade and Agriculture Commission, given its important role assessing trade deals against UK standards,
must have stronger consumer interest representation.
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• The government should also support the recommendations within Henry Dimbleby’s National Food Strategy
proposals and set out the core environmental and animal welfare standards that underpin its approach
to trade negotiations, which it needs to commit to uphold, alongside food safety. There also needs to be a
mechanism for how these will be applied. Our consumer research shows clearly that the vast majority of
consumers do not support the use of a dual tariff approach and want standards applied to all imports.
• The government needs to ensure that any provisions relating to recognition of equivalence of standards or
conformity assessment – either directly within trade deals or through subsequent mechanisms that they
establish – will not weaken UK standards for imported food and consumer products or prevent future raising
of regulatory levels.

Environmental protection
One of the most striking findings from the latest Which? consumer research was the proportion of
people who felt that maintaining environmental protection was even more of a priority compared
to their view last year. With the number of extreme weather events over the past 12 months
increasing, many feel urgent action is needed to protect the environment. Considering the
impact on the environment of international trade is therefore viewed as a moral responsibility,
especially when trading with partners a significant distance away from the UK.
‘I think it’s very important to protect the environment, more than I did last year for sure.
This year we’ve witnessed many global catastrophes as a result of climate change, and the shocking
scenes seen on our screens has really made me more conscious than ever as to what’s happening.’
Female, 55–64, South Wales
Co-operation on environmental protection, including tackling climate change, has been a
commitment within the recently agreed trade deal with Japan and the agreements in principle
with Australia and New Zealand. The desire for precedent setting provisions is an agreed
aspiration for the New Zealand FTA. But it is as yet unclear what these will involve. In its net
zero strategy published ahead of COP26, the UK government also stressed that: ‘Decisions on
the liberalisation of partners’ goods must account for their environmental and climate impact.
Where there is evidence that liberalisation could lead to significant carbon leakage, the case
for maintaining tariffs or pursuing conditional market access, through clauses on standards or
eco/carbon intensity, should be carefully considered.’
The UK government must build on its leadership role at COP26 and be a global leader in promoting trade that
supports its climate and wider ambitions:
• Environmental protection and tackling climate change must be a central pillar of all new trade deals,
and the deals that the government signs must support the UK’s transition and not undermine it.
• The government must conduct a full environmental impact assessment to understand the implications
of any trade deals on its net zero commitments, as well as other environmental impacts before deals are
finalised.
• All chapters across a trade deal must be carefully assessed from an environmental protection perspective
in order to ensure that they will support the UK’s ability to meet its net zero ambitions. This includes,
for example, ensuring that climate friendly regulations will not be obstructed and linking tariff reductions
to environmental commitments. They should also not result in trade flows that will undermine or undercut
national initiatives to drive sustainability goals.
• The government should report annually on progress that has been made through cooperation provisions
within its FTAs.

6

are the uk’s trade deals reflecting consumer priorities?

Data protection and digital rights
Another key consumer priority identified by our NTC participants was ‘Maintain data protection
regulations that protect consumer rights’. Participants could see the economic opportunities
of digital trade. However, there were also widely held concerns about what the implications of
elements in trade deals intended to facilitate freer flows of data, that enable smoother digital
trade, might be for the protection of consumer data and online rights.
This feeling has also intensified as a result of the pandemic, which had resulted in many
participants leading much more of their lives online. Many participants also felt the rate of online
scams had increased since the beginning of the coronavirus pandemic. More widely, participants
cited data breach scandals and media coverage of data misuse as contributing factors in the
increased importance of the UK government not trading away existing data or digital rights
protection in future agreements.
‘Digital protections have been a higher priority in my eyes due to the huge rise of
online fraud and scams during the pandemic.’
Male, 45–54, South Wales
Despite the government’s attempts at reassuring consumers that it’s committed to maintaining high
standards of data protection, including when it is transferred across borders, the wording in the
UK-Japan CEPA establishes a worrying precedent. Provisions in the CEPA promote compatibility
between data protection frameworks of different standards. It recognises international guidelines
and voluntary undertakings as equally as sufficient methods of data protection as a stringent
data protection framework. Both of these are less comprehensive than the protections the UK’s
current data protection framework offers, which is underpinned by the UK General Data Protection
Regulation (UK GDPR). The UK’s data protection framework is internationally recognised as being
of a high standard and the UK is currently consulting on proposals to make changes to it.
The UK-Japan deal also bans mandatory disclosure of source code, software and algorithms in
the software that they use, which includes algorithms used to target their products to consumers.
This can pose problems in terms of accountability by limiting access to key information that
may be required by regulators to tackle online harms and protect consumers.
In order to deliver on the expectations of consumers, the UK government must:
• Ensure that provisions relating to digital trade and data flows within trade deals being negotiated uphold
the protections that consumers can expect under the current UK GDPR regime.
• Promote consumer rights in digital trade and enhance regulatory co-operation on cross-border trade with
its trading partners. Opportunities such as agreeing roaming provisions to benefit tourists and business
travellers should also be pursued.
• Explain how its ability to enhance legislation on online harms, in line with the wider government agenda
to place greater responsibilities on online platforms for the safety and accuracy of their content, is not
undermined by Treaty commitments made within new trade deals.

Regional equity
The final priority participants discussed was for trade deals to ‘help address regional inequalities
by protecting and promoting jobs, skills and industries across the UK’. While not solely a consumer
concern, many of the participants in the NTC felt strongly that trade deals should bring benefits to
the whole of the UK, not just London and the South East. Some also felt it was important to ensure
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there was help for those who needed to reskill if their industry lost out due to changing trade
patterns. When we asked the participants in this year’s research how important this priority was in
2021, many thought it was of increased importance to achieve this priority given the effects of the
Covid-19 pandemic on the UK.
‘I don’t remember feeling too strongly about it last year, but I think it is now more important as
certain regions have been more badly impacted by the Covid-19 pandemic than others have.’
Male, 25–34, Southern England
From considering the impact assessment of the Japan deal and participants’ responses, it is
evident that a lot more could be done to detail and convey what consideration is being given to
regional equity and the expected impact of trade deals once they are signed.
The government should ensure trade deals can provide meaningful opportunities and benefits for people and
businesses across the country:
• Advisory bodies set up to inform the government’s approach to trade deals need to be drawn from across
the UK, but also from different interest groups, including consumer representatives. The Strategic Trade
Advisory Group (STAG) has representation from a broad range of interests, but it is important that wider
advisory groups ensure representation and insight from across the UK.
• The government should undertake its own trade dialogues with people from across the UK to inform
policy, ensure views particular to nations and regions are identified and understood, and improve wider
engagement with the public. As Which? has demonstrated, such research delivers informative insights and
also heightens public understanding of the complex topic of trade. This would also provide further aspects
for assessing the impact of new agreements on the nations and regions of the UK.

Transparency and scrutiny
There were strong demands for the government to be more transparent about the trade deals that
it is negotiating in our research. Just 6% of people, for example, knew that the UK had signed a
trade deal with Japan. This requires much more effective consumer engagement as set out above.
People also had strong expectations that there was more effective Parliamentary scrutiny than is
currently required.
‘A lot of the info around trade deals is confusing but the general public need to be aware
of the decisions the Government is faced with and what they propose to do.’
Female, 35–44, Southern England
• The government should build on research from Which? and ensure that there is greater transparency
and more effective public engagement around ongoing trade negotiations. This includes effective
Parliamentary involvement and scrutiny.
• The government should look to best practice from other countries and create more meaningful and
accessible websites covering each trade deal and enabling people to easily understand what negotiations
are aiming to achieve and how they are progressing.
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Introduction

The UK has been negotiating a wide range of new trade deals as part of its trade policy since
leaving the EU. Many of these deals have been continuity agreements, but starting with the
Comprehensive Economic Partnership Agreement (CEPA) with Japan,1 the UK is on course to
negotiate and sign a wide range of new trade agreements which could have a significant impact
on consumers, the choices they can make, prices they pay and protections they can expect.
Trade deals are international treaties making binding commitments which cannot easily be
changed.
Agreements in principle (AIP) have now been reached with Australia2 and New Zealand.3
These contain agreements on the main issues that will be included in the deals, but which have
still to be translated into formal text and therefore international law. The UK is seeking to join the
Comprehensive and Progressive Trans-Pacific Partnership (CPTPP) which includes 11 Pacific-rim
countries as members. The UK government has also been in pre-negotiation talks with India, the
Gulf Cooperation Council and consulted on updating deals with Mexico and Canada. Negotiations
are additionally under way with Singapore on a Digital Economy Agreement. While the USA is still
a UK priority, trade talks have been put on hold under the Biden Administration.
While a large focus of trade talks will be the export and investment opportunities for UK
businesses, the trade deals that the UK agrees have much wider impacts on people’s everyday
lives. To understand what matters most to people about trade deals when they have a detailed
understanding of the issues that could be part of the negotiations – including greater access to a
range of goods and services – Which? held the National Trade Conversation (NTC) in 2020.4
The Conversation took place in Northern England, the East Coast of Scotland, Northern Ireland,
South Wales and Southern England. Over five virtual workshops people learned about what the
UK trades, how trade deals are negotiated and what the key issues are for the government’s
priority trade deals. After much debate and questioning, four issues emerged as the overall
priorities for most of the people who took part.
• Maintain health and safety standards for food and products.
• Maintain data protection regulations that protect consumers rights.
• Protect the environment.
• Help address regional inequalities by protecting and promoting jobs, skills and industries
across the UK.
This research focussed solely on non-EU trade due to the unique situation of the UK-EU trade
negotiations compared to those of the other trade negotiations the UK has and will look to undertake.
1 https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/uk-japan-comprehensive-economic-partnership-agreement
2 https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/uk-australia-free-trade-agreement-negotiations-agreement-in-principle/
uk-australia-fta-negotiations-agreement-in-principle
3 https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/uk-new-zealand-free-trade-agreement-negotiations-agreement-inprinciple/uk-new-zealand-fta-negotiations-agreement-in-principle
4 https://www.which.co.uk/policy/euexit/6731/nationaltradeconversation
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One year on from our NTC and with the UK’s approach to trade policy now more advanced,
Which? reconvened participants from the NTC to understand their views on the government’s
approach since the first Conversation and to see if their priorities had shifted.

National Trade Conversation: Reconvened
Which? reconvened participants from the National Trade Conversation (NTC) to understand their views on
the UK government’s approach since the first Conversation and to see if their priorities had shifted.
In total, 37 participants from the original research group took part in an online community, running from 13–18
September 2021. In the community, participants revisited each of the four consumer priorities identified in the NTC
and discussed the importance of each a year on. They also assessed the government’s achievements in each area.
A summary of what evidence participants engaged with is included in the annex of this report.
The participants selected to take part were from a range of backgrounds. The demographic mix of the group was
broadly in line with the general population in terms of gender, age, ethnicity and disability. Which? also recruited
participants who voted in line with the results of the 2016 EU referendum, and made sure that each of the five
original NTC locations from across the four UK nations were represented in the group.

Which? also supplemented this deliberative research with a survey5 that was representative of the
UK population to find out people’s views on how trade negotiations were progressing and what
they considered to be most important.
This paper draws on the findings from our latest Which? consumer research, assesses the extent
to which the UK government’s approach to trade policy and trade deals is in line with public
expectations, and identifies the priorities for the next stage of negotiations.

5 Yonder, on behalf of Which?, surveyed 3,263 UK adults online between 23-24 June 2021. Data was weighted to be
representative of the UK population by age, gender, region, social grade, tenure and work status.
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Consumer expectations and priorities

Awareness of UK trade negotiations
In June 2021, Which? conducted research with a nationally representative group of 3,263
consumers to understand their views and attitudes towards international trade. We found many
consumers lacked knowledge of the current trading status between the UK and a variety of
countries. For instance, only 6% correctly identified that the UK and Japan have an active trade deal
in place, despite the UK-Japan CEPA being the first new deal the UK signed after leaving the EU.
Overall, a high proportion of respondents told us they simply didn’t know what stage of
negotiations the UK is in. For instance, the fact that the USA and the UK were ‘currently in
negotiations’ at the time of our survey was correctly identified by 28% of respondents, which
was the highest proportion to select the right answer across the eight countries we asked about.
However, a higher proportion (37%) said they didn’t know the status of UK-USA negotiations,
and the remainder selected an incorrect stage of negotiations.6
Knowledge of the status of UK trade deals in June 2021
60%

56%

50%
40%

40%

30%

✓

20%

28%

10%

11%
0%

37%

30%
20%
10%

15%
5%
USA

4%

0%

15%
7%

10%

✓
7%

6%

Japan

Beginning: negotations have not started
Middle: currently in negotiations
Middle: draft agreement agreed in principle
End: final deal agreed by both sides
End: there is an active trade deal in place
Don’t know

It is important to note that these results are not due to a lack of interest, as there is clear demand
from consumers for more engagement from the government. Trade talks can also move slowly.
The majority of survey respondents (67%) felt that the UK government currently provides ‘too
little’ information about new trade deals it is negotiating, compared to 16% who said the amount
of information they receive from the government is ‘just right’.
6 Q: To the best of your knowledge, what stage of trade deal negotiations do you think the UK is currently at with the
following countries? Base: All respondents (3,263). Not shown, but available on request: Australia, New Zealand, Canada,
Mexico and India.
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Importance of representation
The research demonstrates a clear appetite for the consumer view and the impact on consumers
to be more fully taken into account while the UK government decides trade policy. 83% of
respondents felt it was important that consumer groups are included when discussing UK trade
policy; 47% said this was very important. Over half of consumers (57%) thought consumer groups
would be invited to take part in expert discussions to provide input on the UK’s trade negotiations
and trade strategy. Despite this, some of the government’s trade advisory groups do not have
consumer groups in their membership.
Consumers were less confident in their expectations of representation: 74% of survey respondents
thought the interests of manufacturers would be represented to a great/some extent in trade
negotiations, while 53% felt consumers would be similarly represented. There was even lower
levels of optimism from consumers in the devolved nations – 54% of consumers in Northern
Ireland said they were ‘not at all confident’ that trade deals the UK government is making reflect
the specific needs of Northern Ireland, with 41% and 32% on consumers not at all confident in
Scotland and Wales respectively.7
Consumer perceptions of how trade deals reflect the needs of the devolved nations

23%

20%

15%

5%

4%

5%

18%

17%

10%

23%
28%

34%

54%
41%

34%

8%

12%

8%

Scotland (N=511)

Wales (N=514)

Northern Ireland (N=510)

Net very/fairly confident
Very confident
Fairly confident
Not very confident
Not at all confident
Don’t know

7 Q: How confident are you, if at all, that trade deals the UK government is making reflect the specific needs of [devolved
nation]? Base in chart.
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More informed expectations
The participants in our online community had a higher than average awareness and
understanding of trade, given the 12 hours they had each spent learning and discussing trade
in the NTC last year. The level of engagement we achieved through the deliberative project last
year was long lasting: when Which? recontacted the original 97 members of the public who took
part in the NTC, more than 60 of them said they were interested in participating in another trade
research project. This engagement was further highlighted by the responses participants gave in
the community. We found evidence that many had retained a deeper and wider knowledge
of trade, as well as an awareness of trade deals the UK had and were in the process of signing.
Some participants spontaneously mentioned trade agreement developments with priority
countries discussed in the NTC, as well as topics covered in the discussions last year.
‘The research into trade opened my eyes greatly last year, and made me consider things
I had never thought twice about before. Trade now means to me how we get our goods
and how easily and safely they get into my house.’
Female, 18–24, Southern England
‘I’ve been keeping a lookout in the media to hear about any trade deals that have
been finalised. I heard that a New Zealand deal was imminent.’
Female, 45–54, South Wales
This level of awareness contrasts with the results of our survey in the previous section, which
showed the average consumer is unaware of the status of many of the UK’s trade negotiations
– and demonstrates the importance of more proactive engagement from the government to
increase the awareness and understanding of all consumers across the UK.
We asked participants in our online community how the government should further engage
with consumers on trade negotiations and deals the UK is making. We suggested some potential
ways, such as: a dedicated website, roadshows, press releases and targeted communications with
a consumer perspective, and expanding the current regional trade and investment hubs to have
a consumer facing role. Participants were generally very keen for the government to do more to
proactively communicate details of trade deals with consumers in a variety of ways. Participants
were most enthusiastic about the government increasing their online activity as this would be
accessible and potentially wide reaching. Participants also wanted any communications to have
consumers in mind, both in terms of the language used and the presentation of facts.
‘All of the above are extremely good ideas and I wouldn’t like to choose just one.
I would like to see all of these happening to give as many people [as possible]
the opportunity to gather information and put questions forward.’
Male, 35–44, South Wales
Throughout the community, we provided participants with information about both the UK-Japan
CEPA and the agreement in principle between Australia and the UK, giving them a sense of what
the government had committed to on behalf of consumers. Overall, participants were disappointed
with the terms of the CEPA and felt the government could have pushed harder to make sure the
four consumer priorities identified as part of the NTC were more fully achieved. Many thought
the government had prioritised agreeing a final deal within a short time period and hoped future
agreements would be more thoughtful. Participant responses to the four consumer priorities are
explored in more detail later in this report.
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As we found in our survey of consumers, participants in our community remained unconvinced
that the consumer view is being adequately represented in trade negotiations.
‘In terms of taking account of the views of people, the UK government needs to consult
with people from everyday life and representatives of various sectors before signing trade deals.
Too much happens behind closed doors and without consultation. The government could learn
from this research which is being undertaken by Which?’
Male, 45–54, Northern Ireland
Regardless of their level of engagement, we found consumers wanted the government to do more
on their behalf. This included both improving the information provision and communication
channels it provided to consumers, as well as ensuring the consumer perspective was more
evident in future negotiations. The inclusion of a consumer chapter in the UK-New Zealand
agreement in principle is a positive step in this direction and should be built upon in future deals.
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Progress on specific priorities

1. Food and product standards
One of the four consumer priorities identified in the NTC was to ‘Maintain health and safety
standards for food and products’. It was a priority that many participants thought was very
important for the government to consider. There was pride in the UK’s current standards and
confidence in the existing regime, and many thought the risks of reducing current standards
outweighed the benefits. Some participants were concerned that changing standards could
have a big impact on certain groups, such as those on a low income.
For all participants in our 2021 online community, this priority was either of equal or increased
importance for the government to prioritise compared to 2020. Aligning with our findings last
year, participants felt any reduction in standards for food or consumer products was unwanted
and unnecessary. For some, the Covid-19 pandemic has contributed to some participants’ views
that this priority is of increased importance. For others, the effect trade deals can have on food
standards has been highlighted by trade discussions that have occurred over the past 12 months,
accentuating the importance of this priority.
‘In my opinion, the importance of standards has remained equally high to last year,
although the public’s awareness of this area has increased dramatically.
Trade deals with Australia and Japan have catapulted discussions over standards
into the public eye, although for me the real test of the perceived importance of standards
will be if/when the US and the UK come to devise a trade agreement.’
Male, 18–24, South Wales
During our 2021 online community, we presented participants with some specific ideas of how
food standards could be treated within trade deals. We asked participants to read an extract from
the National Food Strategy independent review8 which proposed the idea of ‘core standards’
that could be applied to food and agricultural imports. These ‘core standards’, as originally set
out by the Trade and Agricultural Commission (TAC),9 would be a set of standards that the UK
government commits to applying to imported food, including animal welfare and environmental
and climate protections. Most participants were enthusiastic about the idea and what it could
mean for the quality of food available in the UK if core standards were included as part of future
trading negotiations.
‘I think it’s a really good idea as they are laying out exactly what they want and expect
and that they are not prepared to compromise on animal welfare and standards in any way.’
Female, 55–64, Northern England

8 The Plan, National Food Strategy independent review, Henry Dimbleby, July 2021.
9 Trade and Agriculture Commission, Final Report, March 2021.
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However, a significant proportion of participants, while keen on the idea, doubted the likelihood
of the UK government actually endorsing core standards.
‘It’s all very well in theory, but I am sceptical about the practicalities of it. As I have [said] previously,
we are already seeing a backtrack on climate and green credentials with the Australian deal.’
Male, 55–64, South Wales
Our survey in June 2021 reiterates the consumer preference for a set of clear standards relating
to specific elements of food production for both imported and domestically produced food.
As shown in the graph below, 91% of survey respondents agreed that the government should make
sure that when agreeing trade deals, the same food safety standards should apply to food imported
from other countries as well as food produced in the UK. 87% also agreed with the same sentiment
when thinking about animal welfare, and 84% agreed when thinking about environmental
protection.10
Agreement that the same standards should apply for imported and domestically produced food
Net agree Net disagree
1%

Environmental protection

55%

9% 2% 4%

29%

84%

3%

87%

2%

91%

1%

1%

Animal Welfare

Food safety and impact on
consumers’ health

61%

26%

7%

4%

1%
69%

22%

5% 4%

Strongly agree
Tend to agree
Neither agree or disagree
Tend to disagree
Strongly disagree
Don’t know

Participants in our 2021 online community were also asked about their views on an alternative
idea, a ‘dual tariff’ regime which was proposed by the government’s TAC. This regime would mean
food that doesn’t meet UK import standards would still be allowed to enter the country, but would
be subject to a higher tariff rate. The majority of participants did not like the idea of a dual tariff
system and preferred for food that didn’t meet our current standards to not be allowed in at all.
‘I think food that doesn’t meet the standards should not be allowed in at all. I think this
would mean less choice for consumers, but this is a price I am willing to pay.’
Male, 25–34, Southern England

10 Q: To what extent do you agree or disagree that the government should make sure as part of trade deals that the same
standards apply to food imported from other countries as applies to food produced in the UK, in terms of the following?
Base: All respondents (3,263).
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This finding aligns with the results of the Which? June 2021 survey, which set out three scenarios
for consumers to choose between:
• Food produced to lower standards should be freely allowed into the UK.
• All food imported to the UK should continue to have to meet UK domestic food standards.
• Food produced to lower standards should be allowed into the UK but with a higher
tariff/import tax.
The chart below illustrates the strong preference consumers have to retain the existing requirement
for imported food to meet UK domestic food standards; very few (4%) wanted the dual tariff
regime.11
Consumer preference for standards of imported food

87%

All food imported to
the UK should continue
to have to meet
UK domestic
food standards

4%

3%

Food produced to lower
standards should be
allowed into the UK
but with a higher
tariff/import tax

Food produced to
lower standards should
be freely allowed into
the UK

6%
Don’t know

In our online community, participants reflected on some of the impacts a dual tariff regime could
have. Some were confused as to how the regime would benefit consumers, making the assumption
that the cost of the higher tariff would be passed on in the purchase price for consumers. A small
proportion thought it could have a positive impact, providing an incentive to international
suppliers to increase the quality of their food in order to avoid a higher tariff.
‘Generally, the public aren’t knowledgeable enough with regards to their food and may look
at things from the point of if a product costs more, it must be more worthy, or a better quality
rather than it not adhering to the UK’s standards, as the manufacturer couldn’t swallow
these higher tariffs on a long-term basis.’
Female, 25–34, Northern Ireland
11 Q: Other countries produce food to different standards to the UK. Currently, imported food generally has to meet
the same standards as food that is produced in the UK. New trade deals could potentially bring in more imported foods
produced to lower standards providing competition for UK produced food, by being cheaper. Which of the following best
describes what food you think should be available in the UK? Base: All respondents (3,263).
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‘If the tariff was that high on lower quality food then surely it would prove unprofitable to import,
therefore making it an incentive to improve your product.’
Female, 55–64, Northern England
It is clear from our research that consumers feel strongly that trade deals should protect the UK’s
existing standards regime for food and consumer goods. At the end of the online community,
participants were asked to rank the four priorities for trade deals that were identified last year in
the NTC. ‘Maintain health and safety standards for food and products’ was most often picked as
the highest priority, with 20 out of the 37 participants selecting this as the most important priority
out of the four.
‘I think when we talk about trade the safety standards of the goods being traded is
so fundamental that it has to be the primary consideration...lowering standards of food safety for
import also forces domestic producers to lower their own standards in order to remain competitive
– and this places UK consumers’ health at greater risk and lowers [the] quality of UK produce.’
Male, 25–34, Southern England

Assessment of progress
The government has made several public commitments to maintaining the UK’s high food
standards, including in the Conservative Party’s 2019 manifesto. However, the government did not
agree to make this a firm legal commitment within the Agriculture or Trade Acts, as advocated for
by Which? and other public interest groups.
Instead of a commitment to maintaining standards, which as our survey highlighted could include
standards relating to safety and quality, environmental standards or welfare standards for example,
the UK government agreed to a provision within the Agriculture Act 2020 (Section 42) that before
a trade deal can be agreed, the Secretary of State for International Trade has to provide a report
to Parliament which explains whether, or to what extent, what has been agreed is consistent with
the maintenance of UK levels of statutory protection in relation to human, animal or plant life or
health, animal welfare, and the environment.
The government also established an advisory commission, the TAC, to advise on how best the
government could advance the interests of British farmers, food producers and consumers in
future trade agreements. Its focus was largely on environmental and animal welfare standards,
so that it did not duplicate the remit of Food Standards Agency (FSA) and Food Standards Scotland
(FSS). It reported in March 2021, making a series of recommendations, including the need for the
government to develop an agri-food trade strategy as part of a wider national food strategy.
This would include ‘a process for preparing for, negotiating and conducting detailed assessments
of trade deals, with a clear understanding of the implications, trade-offs and red lines that would
be applied within them’ and ‘advancement of core standards, reflecting legitimate UK regulatory
objectives on climate change, environment, animal welfare and ethical trade…’ It also emphasised
the importance of the UK championing global standards and placed a strong emphasis on public
engagement and transparency, as well as strengthening impact assessments of trade agreements.
More controversially, as set out above, it also proposed a dual tariff approach, proposing that the
government should take an ambitious approach to the liberalisation of the UK’s import tariff
regime, for countries that can meet the high standards of food production expected from UK
producers. ‘It should work with trading partners within future FTA negotiations to lower tariffs
and quotas to zero where equivalence is demonstrated for these standards.’
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The government’s response to the TAC12 reiterated many of previous general commitments to
maintaining standards, without committing to some of the more specific proposals made by the
TAC – including a strategy setting out how it would advance core standards and how the UK would
work to develop stronger international standards.
Under the Trade Act, a new TAC with a new membership has also been put on a statutory footing
in order to provide advice relating to the reporting requirement on standards under Section 42 of
the Agriculture Act. It is therefore very disappointing that the membership of the TAC does not
include any representatives with expertise on consumer interests.
The FSA and FSS will also have a role advising on trade deals. But unlike the TAC, the FSA and
FSS do not have a formal assessment and reporting role in the same way under the Act. Their
roles will, however, be critical in understanding what trade negotiations will mean for food safety,
quality and wider consumer interests. It will therefore be important that they fully step up to their
statutory consumer champion role and use their statutory powers to independently report on any
implications for consumer protection before deals are signed.
Our National Trade Conversation also highlighted the importance people place on wider
consumer product safety standards. Again, the government has made general commitments to
maintaining UK standards, but the detail that is agreed within particular trade deals, as well as
any subsequent discussions on regulatory co-operation, will determine the extent to which the
UK applies current standards to imports – and, crucially, recognises other countries’ standards as
equivalent to our own.

Trade deals to date
The provisions relating to food within the CEPA with Japan largely repeat what had been agreed
as part of the previous deal the UK was part of through membership of the EU. The government
highlighted some changes that had been made to how protected geographic status for certain
foods would be applied (for example, Stilton cheese) and emphasised the opportunities there
were for food exports to Japan. There were also some additional tariff reductions achieved on
imports of Japanese products – such as udon noodles, Pacific bluefin tuna and Japanese beef.
The government has emphasised that CEPA maintains UK standards for food safety and animal
welfare. The deal doesn’t make particular commitments to food standards. It has also created
mechanisms for co-operation between Japan and the UK on sustainable agriculture and animal
welfare but it is unclear whether these will deliver anything of substance.
Similarly, in terms of wider consumer product standards, provisions supporting co-operation in
development of international standards and recognition of global standards in specific product
categories, such as cars, were continued.
Australia and New Zealand
The trade deals with Australia and New Zealand will give a better reflection of the extent to which
the UK government will stand firm on food standards, given that agriculture is such an important
part of both countries’ economies and a key aspect of the negotiations.
The agreements in principle with both countries give an indication of what has been agreed at a
high level, but until the full texts are published, the full implications are not clear.

12 Government response to the Trade and Agriculture Commission report, Department for International Trade, October 2021.

19

are the uk’s trade deals reflecting consumer priorities?

Both agreements will see a phased opening up of market access for Australian and New Zealand
products, such as beef and lamb, with a phasing out of tariffs intended to allow UK producers to
adjust. We know from Which? research that most consumers want to support UK farmers and have
a choice of UK-produced food.
The chapters that will, however, be of most significance for how food and wider product safety
standards are maintained are the chapters on sanitary and phytosanitary (SPS) measures and
technical barriers to trade (TBT). The former sets out what is permitted in relation to human, animal
and plant health protections and the latter in relation to wider technical standards and regulations.
Australia
Positively, the government has made it clear that the agreement with Australia will not in any
way undermine the UK’s ban on beef hormones, which applies to imports. More generally,
the countries have agreed that ‘imports will still have to meet the same respective UK and
Australian food safety and biosecurity standards.’
The agreement in principle however does include the principle of equivalence of SPS measures
where they achieve the other country’s appropriate level of protection and allows for the
recognition of regional standards – and regional disease status in terms of controlling pests.
How ‘equivalence’ of standards is assessed will be critical as it could allow Australian produce
produced to lower standards (eg. in the case of pesticides where the UK has stricter controls)
to be imported to the UK.
Henry Dimbleby, who has written the independent National Food Strategy review for the UK
government, has highlighted the differences in farming practices, including animal welfare
standards and wider environmental impact. He has also stressed the risk that: ‘The way we do
one trade deal inevitably feeds into how we do the next. Brazil – which has significantly worse
environmental and welfare standards than our own, or indeed Australia’s – is also being lined up
for a trade deal. If we are seen to lower our standards for the Australia deal, it will make it much
harder to hold the line with Brazil – or the next potential trading partner, or the next.’
Dimbleby has also emphasised that there is a real risk that the Australia deal could undermine
the government’s focus on getting UK farmers to raise their environmental standards further
– and that our true carbon footprint, including that from imports, would be larger than ever, as
would the impact our food has on biodiversity. He therefore also recommended that, as well as
maintaining the current standards that apply to imports, the government develop a set of core
standards that it can use for all future trade deals and explained how it would enforce them and
thereby help to raise standards both here and abroad.
The government has yet to respond to his recommendations. It will be publishing a White Paper
on a national food strategy in the coming months – and so it is essential that this issue of core
standards is addressed.
There is also intended to be a commitment to increase co-operation on technical regulations,
standards and conformity assessment more generally – so also for wider consumer products,
besides food – and to give positive consideration to the acceptance of technical regulations where
they are found to be equivalent. There is a desire to cooperate on international standards and
ongoing discussions on some specific products, such as cosmetics and medicines. As with food,
any move towards greater alignment or recognition of others’ standards must ensure that there is
no lowering of the protection UK consumers can expect – and ideally enhances it – but this is not
guaranteed.
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New Zealand
The AIP with New Zealand also recognises the principle of equivalence of SPS measures where
the exporting country objectively demonstrates that its measures achieve the importing country’s
appropriate level of protection. As with Australia, there is a focus on taking into account regional
conditions, including what is permitted for pest control. There is also a standard provision in
trade deals allowing for New Zealand and the UK to adopt emergency measures to address urgent
problems of human or plant health protection. Going further, there is additionally a commitment
to remove approval processes for establishments and facilities within the scope of the chapter
(which would include meat and dairy plants, for example) and that food defined as ‘low risk’ does
not require health certification under each other’s respective laws and regulations.
There is also a commitment to enhance co-operation on antimicrobial resistance and the use of
antibiotics in animal rearing, both bilaterally and in relevant international fora. There is a specific
chapter on co-operation on animal welfare and within this ‘recognition that New Zealand and
the UK’s farming practices are substantively different, but each country accords a high priority
to animal welfare in those practices, and that in multiple areas their respective animal welfare
standards and associated official control systems provide comparable outcomes.’ It is therefore
crucial that these ‘outcomes’ do not lead to any weakening of the standards that consumers expect
at all stages of production.
On wider standards and technical regulations relating to consumer products, there are
commitments to cooperate, including a focus on conformity assessment and accreditation, as
well as on market surveillance. As with Australia, specific provisions relating to certain products,
including cosmetics and medicines, will be set out. How equivalence of standards will be assessed
in practice, taking into account on the ground realities, will again be essential. It is however
difficult to fully evaluate these provisions until the final text is available.
Other trade deals
The UK has also formally begun the process of accession to the CPTPP. This is a strategically
important deal for the UK, but also means that as the UK is trying to join a deal that has already
been agreed, there is limited scope to deviate from the existing text. Australia, New Zealand and
Japan are all parties to the agreement, as are other countries where the UK wants more ambitious
bilateral agreements, such as Mexico and Canada.
Many of the countries that are party to the agreement have different approaches to regulation
of food and wider consumer product standards. It is therefore not clear that CPTPP provisions
would be consistent with the UK’s food and technical regulations – an issue that it is crucial the
government can provide reassurance on. The SPS chapter promotes the recognition of equivalence
based on achieving the same level of protection or measures which have the same effect in
achieving the objectives as the importing party’s measure. Chapter 6 focuses on technical barriers
to trade (TBT) including conformity assessment and participation of the parties ‘on terms no
less favourable than those that it accords to its own persons’ in the development of each other’s
technical regulations, standards and conformity assessment procedures. The TBT chapter also
refers to the role of international standards, guidelines and recommendations in supporting
greater regulatory alignment, good regulatory practice and reducing unnecessary barriers to
trade. But UK standards are often higher than international standards and so they may not be an
appropriate baseline. It is therefore crucial that the UK government does not sign up to provisions
that lead to a weakening of our standards, or limit how we can apply them to imports.
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The government has also recently consulted on trade negotiations with India.13 Here again,
the UK will be dealing with a country with a very different framework of regulations and
standards, including what is within national and regional control. But standards and non-tariff
barriers to trade are likely to be a large focus of the trade talks, given that the UK will be seeking to
secure tariff reductions from India to improve access for UK exporters to the Indian market, while
starting from a comparatively low level of tariffs itself. The UK’s average tariff is 4.2%, compared to
India’s average of 14.6%. 60% of Indian exports to the UK are already tariff-free, but only 3% of UK
exports to India are. 6% of goods to the UK have a tariff above 15%, but 23% of UK exports to India
do. This therefore means that non-tariff barriers will be a focus of negotiations. It is important
that the government does not compromise on the UK’s food and product standards or regulations,
including by agreeing to recognition of equivalence.

What needs to be ensured now
The government must demonstrate through the ongoing negotiations that it will stick strongly to
its commitments not to compromise on UK standards and consumer protections.
• The FSA and FSS need to play a more central role in ensuring that consumer interests are
taken into account and upheld in relation to food standards – including where standards and
the level of protection consumers expect may relate to factors that go beyond a scientific risk
assessment, such as ethical issues.
• The Trade and Agriculture Commission, given its important role assessing trade deals against
UK standards, must have stronger consumer interest representation.
• The government should also support the recommendations within Henry Dimbleby’s National
Food Strategy proposals and set out the core environmental and animal welfare standards that
underpin its approach to trade negotiations, which it needs to commit to uphold, alongside
food safety. There also needs to be a mechanism for how these will be applied. Our consumer
research shows clearly that the vast majority of consumers do not support the use of a dual
tariff approach and want standards applied to all imports.
• The government needs to ensure that any provisions relating to recognition of equivalence of
standards or conformity assessment – either directly within trade deals or through subsequent
mechanisms that they establish – will not weaken UK standards for imported food and
consumer products or prevent future raising of regulatory levels.

2. Environmetal protection
Another of the four priorities identified in the NTC was to ‘protect the environment’.
Participants wanted trade deals to help them minimise the environmental impacts of what
they buy. People were also concerned by the carbon footprint of international trade, and they
welcomed the specific focus by some countries on incorporating environmental protection
into negotiating priorities. Participants wanted to see that the UK’s trade deals align with our
environmental and sustainability targets.
One of the most striking findings of our online community was the proportion of people who felt
this priority was more important in 2021 compared to their view just one year previously. In the
NTC in 2020, some participants felt that protecting the environment was a ‘nice to have’ priority,
13 An information note for the consultation relating to a Free Trade Agreement between the UK and India, Department
for International Trade, May 2021.
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accepting that there would inevitably be some impact on the environment if consumers were to
experience some of the benefits of increased trade. However, in 2021, participants felt combating
climate change had rapidly increased in importance. With the number of extreme weather
events increasing over the past 12 months, many felt urgent action was needed to protect the
environment. Considering the impact on the environment of international trade was therefore
viewed as a moral responsibility, especially when trading with partners a significant distance away
from the UK.
‘I think it’s very important to protect the environment, more than I did last year for sure.
This year we’ve witnessed many global catastrophes as a result of climate change, and the shocking
scenes seen on our screens has really made me more conscious than ever as to what’s happening.’
Female, 55–54, South Wales
‘It is a priority, even more so now we have left the EU and are trading less with our neighbours.’
Female, 45–54, East Coast of Scotland
11 of the 37 participants in our 2021 online community said that protecting the environment was
the most important of the four consumer priorities identified as part of the NTC. This priority had
the second highest number of votes for being the most important.
‘It is very important for us all to make changes to protect our environment – global warming is a
disaster that will affect every person in the world. We can no longer pretend everything will be okay
if we recycle a few bits of plastic. Change needs to happen now and permanently for our future and
future generations. The longer-term cost of not acting swiftly will outweigh any profits or any costs
that could be saved. The government needs to make long-lasting changes no matter the costs for our
future and our children’s future. The UK should be a world leader in changing its environmental
policies for the good of the country and the world.’
Female, 45-54, South Wales
‘If we don’t have a functioning planet then none of the other things matter.’
Male, 25-34, Southern England
The importance of including environmental protections in trade deals was also highlighted
in our June 2021 survey. 80% of survey respondents agreed that the UK government should
promote trading in ways that reduce global carbon emissions which contribute to climate change,
while 81% agreed that the UK government’s trade policy should promote high environmental
standards – the government should not sign deals that remove existing environmental protections.
However, while survey respondents felt action on the environment was important, many also felt
sceptical that the government would act on this issue. Only 5% of respondents were ‘very confident’
that the UK government will prioritise environmental protections as part of trade deals, with nearly
a quarter (23%) saying they were ‘not at all confident’.14

14 Q: How confident, if at all, are you that the UK government will prioritise environmental protections as part of trade
deals? Base: All respondents (3,263).
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Consumer perceptions of the UK government prioritising environmental protections

5%

27%

Net: Confident 32%
Net: Not confident 59%
Very confident

36%

Fairly confident
Not very confident
Not at all confident

23%

Don’t know

10%

In our 2021 online community, we showed participants information about the environmental
commitments and potential impacts of both the UK-Japan CEPA and the agreement in principle
(AIP) between the UK and Australia.
There was a mixed response to the evidence presented about the UK-Japan CEPA. Some felt
that the marginal impacts on the environment as highlighted by the UK government impact
assessment were positive. Others felt it was a missed opportunity to collaborate on emission
reductions and find efficiencies through a signed trade deal.
‘I am glad that they recognise there may be increases in some emissions as this shows
they are taking it into consideration. As it is hard to [ascertain] the actual amount [of] increase
it is hard to judge if it will have a negative effect on the environment though.’
Female, 35–44, Southern England
‘As two of the most technologically advanced countries in the world with large economies,
we should be [able] to realise better emissions reductions than this. It doesn’t bode well for
trade with less developed countries. The deal itself doesn’t seem to encourage emissions reductions,
rather it is relying on technology and energy changes that are happening anyway.’
Male, 35–44, South Wales
Participants were also shown an extract from the UK-Japan CEPA outlining the environmental
commitments made in the deal, in order to prompt a discussion of what things people felt the
UK government should prioritise in future trade agreements. They shared a wide range of ideas,
and it is clear people want the government to consider the environment in every aspect of
international trade.
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‘I feel they should not necessarily concentrate on one area but on
as [many] areas as possible to help the environment.’
Female, 45–54, South Wales
‘The most important thing is the UK should only trade with other countries who value
our environment as much as we do, and want to slow down climate change.’
Female, 18–24, Southern England
When considering the section on the environment in the UK-Australia agreement in principle, the
majority were ambivalent. Some felt the wording was too vague to be meaningful, while others
felt the UK hadn’t gone far enough to encourage improvements in Australia’s approach. Many
were disappointed with the suggestion that the reference to the Paris Agreement, a legally binding
international treaty on climate change, had been removed.
‘I would say the above statement reads very well indeed regarding protecting the environment,
but almost sounds too good to be true. The reason for this and the part that I don’t like is
that the UK has had to give way on some climate change commitments.
Perhaps they will have to give way to more in the future.’
Male, 35–44, East Coast of Scotland
‘It is a bit fluffy. Nothing with any real date or aim. Lots of provisions to commit,
to affirm, to encourage. No we will be carbon neutral by type stuff.
All really indecisive and no real meat on the bones.’
Female, 35–44, South England
Overall, consumers want to see the UK government make real commitments to protect the
environment. They felt trade agreements and agreements in principle signed so far are not
ambitious enough when it comes to the environment. Many want to see the UK become a world
leader in areas such as emissions reduction, green energy and sustainable manufacturing,
rather than the impact on the environment being considered as an afterthought.

Assessment of progress
In the year that the UK government has hosted COP26, it is essential that there is a joined-up
approach between the government’s climate change and wider environmental ambitions and
its approach to trade. The government has emphasised that it sees ‘green trade’ as a major
opportunity for the UK.15 It has also stated in its Net Zero Strategy16 that it will ‘seek to reaffirm our
commitment to the Paris Agreement in all UK trade agreements and will ensure that they preserve
our regulatory autonomy to pursue our climate targets including our Carbon Budgets, enhanced
2030 Nationally Determined Contribution (NDC) and 2050 net zero commitment.’ The Net Zero
Strategy also recognises that ‘decisions on the liberalisation of partners’ goods must account for
their environmental and climate impact. Where there is evidence that liberalisation could lead to
significant carbon leakage, the case for maintaining tariffs or pursuing conditional market access,
through clauses on standards or eco/carbon intensity, should be carefully considered.’
Japan
Chapter 16 of the CEPA agreement with Japan, as with the deal Japan has with the EU, covers
trade and sustainable development and as set out above, this was shared with people in our online
15 Green Trade, UK Board of Trade, July 2021.
16 Net Zero Strategy: Build Back Greener, HM Government, October 2021.
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community. The chapter places an emphasis on co-operation, rather than harmonisation of
environmental standards and recognises each other’s right to regulate and adopt their own levels
of environmental protection – and that each party should strive to ensure high levels of protection.
As in the EU-Japan agreement, the UK and Japan commit that they will not encourage trade or
investment by relaxing or lowering their respective levels of environmental protection – but won’t
use such measures as a disguised restriction on trade.
The deal also stresses the importance of multilateral environmental agreements and each party
agrees to strive to facilitate trade and investment in goods and services of particular relevance to
climate change mitigation. It emphasises biodiversity and says that each party will encourage the
use of products which are obtained through sustainable use of natural resources. More generally,
the parties recognise the importance of ‘reviewing, monitoring and assessing, jointly or individually,
the impact of the implementation of this agreement on sustainable development through their
respective processes and institutions, as well as those set up under this agreement.’
An impact assessment of the deal was prepared by the UK government and presented to
Parliament. This concluded that the agreement was not expected to have significant impacts
on greenhouse gas emissions (GHG), energy usage, trade-related transport emissions and wider
environmental impacts such as air quality, biodiversity and water use or quality. It estimated
that it would increase domestic GHG emissions marginally, dependent on the measures the
government implements to achieve net zero by 2050. It could also benefit services sectors,
such as environmental engineering and consultancy.
Australia and New Zealand
Based on the AIPs, the deals with Australia and New Zealand will include similar provisions,
but, particularly in the case of New Zealand, these will be more comprehensive.
Australia
In what was seen as a major achievement by the UK government for the first time Australia
committed to specific mentions of the Paris Agreement in a free trade agreement. The AIP states
that Australia and the UK both affirm commitments under multilateral environmental agreements
and agree to effectively enforce domestic environmental laws and policies across a broad range of
issues. It also includes commitments to encourage trade and investment in environmental goods
and services and co-operation on green technologies.
There have, however, been reports that the UK may have been willing to remove some of the key
climate change pledges from the final text of the trade deal in order to agree on other provisions.
The government has however stressed that the agreement will include a firm commitment from
both parties to the Paris Agreement goals.17
New Zealand
The AIP with New Zealand commits the two countries to an ambitious chapter that will support
both of their trade and environment agendas and responses to the urgent threat of climate
change. It states that the chapter will, for example, preserve New Zealand and the UK’s right to
regulate to meet their respective climate action targets and wider environmental objectives, and
recognise that nothing in the agreement will prevent either from fulfilling their commitments
under the Paris Agreement. The two countries also affirm their commitments to tackling climate
change and strengthening the global response. They commit to promoting trade and investment
in environmental goods and services which support the transition to a low carbon economy
17 UK ‘cut climate pledges’ to clinch Australia trade deal, BBC news, 9 September 2021.
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and co-operation on carbon markets and pricing, including ‘the most comprehensive list of
environmental goods agreed to date’ with tariff elimination when the agreement comes into
effect for these environmentally beneficial products.
The AIP trails ‘precedent-setting’ commitments on environmentally harmful subsidies, clean
energy and sustainable trade to ‘transition away from fossil fuels, including ending unabated
coal-fired electricity generation, and taking steps to eliminate fossil fuel subsidies where they exist
with limited exceptions in support of legitimate public policy objectives’ and address inadequate
fisheries management. For both the Australia and new Zealand deals, the commitments are still
limited mainly to cooperation and statement of ambitions.
Other trade deals
The relative priority of environmental provisions within the other trade deals the government has
prioritised is likely to vary greatly depending on the other party. The UK government has consulted,
for example, on going beyond the continuity agreement that has so far been agreed with Canada.
But this may be more difficult with the Gulf Cooperation Council and countries such as India.
Chapter 20 of the CPTPP focuses on the environment and includes commitments to promote
mutually supportive trade and environmental policies, high levels of environmental protection and
effective enforcement of environmental laws. It also recognises that multilateral environmental
agreements play an important role – but again has limited proactive commitments.
As well as the specific environmental chapters within trade deals, the implications of the
other chapters, including access for goods and services and TBT and SPS provisions, will also
be crucial in determining how the UK can regulate (for example, in areas such as ecodesign
regulations and other relevant standards) and what the deal will mean in terms of actual trade
flows. As set out in the standards section above, in addition to the impact of the actual trade,
how products have been produced and the overall contribution they make to carbon emissions
will be crucial. The extent to which imports complement or contradict domestic measures to
drive more sustainable production and consumption is pivotal too.

What needs to be ensured now
The UK government must build on its leadership role at COP26 and be a global leader in promoting
trade that supports its climate and wider ambitions.
• Environmental protection and tackling climate change must be a central pillar of all new
trade deals, and the deals that the government signs must support the UK’s transition and not
undermine it.
• The government must conduct a full environmental impact assessment to understand the
implications of any trade deals on its net zero commitments, as well as other environmental
impacts before deals are finalised.
• All chapters across a trade deal must be carefully assessed from an environmental protection
perspective in order to ensure that they will support the UK’s ability to meet its net zero
ambitions. This includes, for example, ensuring that climate friendly regulations will not
be obstructed and linking tariff reductions to environmental commitments. They should
also not result in trade flows that will undermine or undercut national initiatives to drive
sustainability goals.
• The government should report annually on progress that has been made through cooperation
provisions within its FTAs.
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3. Data protection and digital rights
Another key consumer priority identified by our NTC participants was ‘Maintain data protection
regulations that protect consumer rights’. Participants could see the economic opportunities of
digital trade, however, there were also widely held concerns about what the potential implications
of measures intended to deliver smoother digital trade by enabling free data flows would be for the
protection of consumer data and online rights.
When the NTC took place in 2020, participants had only been experiencing the impact of the
Covid-19 pandemic for a few months. Those who took part in our online community in 2021 had
experienced the pandemic for over a year, and this context was noticeable in their discussions
of this priority. For many the importance of maintaining digital rights and protections was even
more important a year on, given that the pandemic has resulted in us leading much more of our
lives online. Many participants also felt the rate of online scams had increased since the pandemic
began. More widely, participants also cited data breach scandals and media coverage of data
misuse as contributing factors in the increased importance of the UK government not trading
away the high standard of existing protections in future agreements.
‘Digital protections have been a higher priority in my eyes due to the huge rise
of online fraud and scams during the pandemic.’
Male, 45–54, South Wales
‘[This priority is] definitely more [important]. Since last year I’ve become more aware of
how monopolised digital space is. Recent Ireland indemnity of Facebook for WhatsApp
privacy breaches demonstrate that these big tech firms can’t be trusted to self-regulate.
It is an unenviable task to gain control over digital space... Sovereignty gained from Brexit
should be put to good use here – frittering it away in order to secure favourable tech
trade deals with more lax countries would be a mistake.’
Male, 25–34, Southern England
Our survey in June 2021 found consumers were in agreement about the importance of maintaining
stringent data and digital protection for UK consumers. 88% thought it was important that any
future trade deals should not reduce the level of data and digital protection for UK consumers –
with nearly two thirds (63%) saying this was ‘very important’.
The discussions of this priority in our online community centred around what the government
has agreed as part of the UK-Japan CEPA and, in general, participants were rather disappointed.
While a small proportion were pleased with the benefits the deal could bring to the UK digital and
financial services markets, many participants were apprehensive about the terms of the trade deal
and felt the government had compromised on this priority in order to get the agreement signed.
There was widespread concern about certain elements of the deal, especially the validation of
voluntary self-regulation and the precedent this deal could set for future agreements. The risk of
data being transferred out of Japan to the USA (highlighted by the Open Rights Group18 and shown
to participants within the community) was particularly concerning.

18 Press release from The Open Rights Group, 3 November 2020: UK Japan trade agreement endangers privacy:
https://www.openrightsgroup.org/press-releases/uk-japan-trade-agreement-endangers-privacy/
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‘It seems the deal is great for business, not so good for consumers.
As a consumer the flow of information from Japan would be a worry. I feel the deal was not
fully thought through and the voice of business has drowned the voice of [the] consumer.’
Female, 55–64, Northern England
‘The idea of my data freely flowing to the US displeases [me] greatly as well
– a US deal through the back door.’
Female, 45–54, Southern England
Participants were unconvinced by the UK-Japan CEPA data protection explainer19 published by
the Department of International Trade. They felt the language used was insufficiently precise and
focussed on combating negative views of the deal, instead of highlighting any consumer benefits.
‘I think they are going over the top to keep on trying to persuade us that this deal
poses zero risk to our data privacy and digital security. It feels a bit like
they’re protesting too loudly... I think that they’ve put this out because
there are justified concerns about the risk which comes with the deal.’
Female, 35–44, South Wales
Overall, participants were very aware of how much of their lives are lived online and the impact
that data security and privacy has on them. While they were unconvinced by the terms of the
UK-Japan CEPA, they were hopeful that the UK government would take this priority more
seriously in future trade negotiations and ensure the consumer perspective is accounted for.
‘Whether we like it or not, we live in a digital age. The vast majority of us give our details daily
to companies that we deal with and probably think nothing of it. Any new trade deal has to be
very strict on how this data is dealt with... Data exchange can be very useful in trade,
but the balance has to be right... Consumers being protected must be paramount.’
Male, 55–64, South Wales

Assessment of progress
The digital chapters of trade agreements are becoming increasingly important and high profile
given the important role the online world plays in our everyday lives.
This is an important issue for consumers as more purchases move online and data-gathering
digital technology becomes embedded in all kinds of everyday goods, from fridges to vacuum
cleaners. Without strong data protection measures, consumers’ data could potentially be
collected, shared and used in ways that they did not consent to or expect.
It is important to ensure strong data protection both domestically, through the review of the
UK General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) that the government has begun, and also through
the UK’s international trade commitments, for when UK consumers’ data flows abroad.
Trade rules on cross-border data transfers should facilitate trusted data flows while ensuring the
highest level of data protection and privacy for consumers by retaining full autonomy for the UK
to regulate for personal data protection. References to data protection in trade agreements could
be detrimental to UK consumers if the language introduces flexibility into the well-regulated UK
19 Department of International Trade: UK-JP CEPA - a good deal for data protection, 4 December 2020 https://assets.
publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/941402/uk-japan-cepa-dataprotection-explainer.pdf
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system by promoting interoperability or compatibility with weaker international rules for data
transfers without additional safeguards.
In September, the government published over-arching digital trade objectives20 which focused
on securing ‘access for British businesses to overseas digital markets, so that firms can invest and
operate across borders freely and in fair competition.’
Positively, consumer safeguards are included as a part of the five pillars the government states it
is focusing on to deliver its vision, recognising that the success of the UK’s digital trade policy is
heavily dependent on the impact it has on consumers, alongside businesses.
Another welcome objective is the government’s intention to ‘advance digital consumer rights,
such as seeking access to redress and reducing spam (unsolicited commercial electronic messages)
under consumer and business safeguards.’ Consumers face many direct challenges when they buy
online, especially from sellers located abroad – these include unexpected costs, scams and the sale
of unsafe products. Addressing these harms by advancing consumer rights and collaborating with
trade partners to tackle challenges posed by new business models, such as online platforms and
online harms more generally, should be included within trade deals. Access to redress through
international cooperation and trade commitments would help to enhance consumer trust online.
Trade deals should also deliver concrete consumer benefits, such as cheaper data roaming.
However, the UK government has also stated the intention to ‘encourage the interoperability
of digital standards and frameworks globally to maximise the opportunities and benefits of
digital trade. It is crucial that the impact on consumers is also a central consideration here.
Interoperability between different digital standards and systems, specifically when it comes to
data flows, should not come at the expense of maintaining the UK’s current high standards of data
protection. Existing mechanisms that promote compatibility, such as data adequacy agreements
and specific alternative transfer mechanisms, ensure consumers can rely on the fact that
businesses operating in the jurisdictions of trade partners are adhering to the same standards of
protection that they enjoy domestically.
Introducing language in trade texts and commitments that blur the lines between strong and weaker
data protection regimes should therefore be avoided. Promoting interoperability with international
standards that offer weaker data protection than the UK’s current domestic regulation should also
be avoided to ensure the highest possible protection for consumers and prevent the introduction of
flexibility into a well-regulated system – and also provides certainty for businesses.
The government has the opportunity to collaborate with international partners to champion
high data protection standards and international digital trade rules, and cooperate on further
developing consumer protections.
At the end of October, G7 Trade Ministers agreed on a set of Digital Trade Principles.21 These included:
• Open digital markets
• Data free flow with trust
• Safeguards for workers, consumers and businesses
• Digital trading systems
• Fair and inclusive global governance.

20 Digital trade objectives, Department for International Trade, September 2021
21 G7 Trade Ministers’ Digital Trade Principles, Department for International Trade, October 2021.
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From a consumer perspective, it is encouraging to see:
• A recognition of consumers as one of the groups digital trade must deliver for.
• The recognition of the need for data free flow to be underpinned by trust.
• Commitments to a range of positive steps, including ensuring personal data is protected by
‘high enforceable standards’, such as when it is transferred across borders, and committing to
‘address unjustified obstacles to cross-border data flows, while continuing to address privacy,
data protection, the protection of intellectual property rights, and security.’
• The inclusion of the commitment to guarantee ‘effective measures must be in place to ensure
a high level of consumer protection when purchasing goods and services online.’
• A recognition of consumers as one of the groups who will benefit from rules governing digital
trade being future-proofed and responsive to innovation and emerging technologies.
Although these commitments are encouraging, the key to determining whether these principles
truly deliver for consumers is looking at what is agreed in practice. As set out below, there have
been some concerning aspects to recent negotiations.
Japan
The UK-Japan CEPA has several concerning provisions that indicate a shift in approach to trade
negotiations when it comes to UK consumers’ data protection and digital rights.
There are significant differences in the UK-Japan CEPA compared to the EU-Japan deal that
the UK was previously party to. Article 8.80 of the UK-Japan CEPA covers personal information
protection. It encourages mechanisms to promote compatibility and states that this ‘may
include the recognition of regulatory outcomes’. The article also outlines that each party shall
take into account principles and guidelines of international bodies. This is of concern because
the principles and guidelines established by international bodies (such as the Organisation for
Economic Co-operation and Development - OECD, for example) are a consensus of basic principles
intended for countries to build upon, and are weaker than the UK’s current data protection regime.
Such guidelines do not provide a sufficient level of protection alone.
The footnote to this article provides particular reason for concern as it states that the provision for
the enforcement of voluntary undertakings would be acceptable to satisfy the requirement for a
framework governing personal data: ‘For greater certainty, a party may comply with the obligation
in this paragraph by adopting or maintaining measures such as a comprehensive privacy, personal
information or personal data protection laws, sector-specific laws covering privacy, or laws that
provide for the enforcement of voluntary undertakings by enterprises relating to privacy.’
Creating precedent for self-regulation to be on an equal footing to the comprehensive data
protection regime that currently exists in the UK is detrimental for UK consumers who could see
a lowering in the standard of protection if their data is sent abroad without adequate safeguards.
Part of the UK’s prior approach (as part of the EU) to digital trade and data protection, had been
to prohibit specific restrictions to cross-border data flows and retain exclusive rights to regulate
data privacy, rather than including broad commitments on free data flows in its trade agreements.
This meant that domestic developments on data protection could not be challenged as barriers to
trade and free flows of data by trading partners – ensuring that the development of regulation in
this area was not restricted and consumers’ data rights were guaranteed. Broad commitments to
prevent barriers to data flows with data protection as a public policy exception does not guarantee
this in the same way.
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Article. 8.84 in the UK-Japan CEPA includes a general binding commitment not to ‘prohibit or restrict
the cross-border transfer of information by electronic means’ with privacy as a legitimate public
policy exception. Privacy as a public policy exception creates room for trading partners or businesses
to legally challenge measures that they believe do not satisfy the criteria for a legitimate privacy public
policy exception. Again, this suggests that the UK is moving away from the standard currently set by
UK GDPR and the Data Protection Act 2018.
The UK-Japan CEPA also includes provisions that ban mandatory disclosure of source code,
software and algorithms expressed in that software (Article 8.73), although with some exemptions,
including for regulatory bodies, judicial authorities or conformity assessment bodies in specific
circumstances. Provisions designed to prevent the disclosure of source code and algorithms in
order to give businesses stronger Intellectual Property (IP) rights can pose problems in terms of
transparency and accountability of technical systems that are also increasingly being used in
many decision-making systems that affect the lives of consumers. Companies can use algorithms
to make unfair, deceptive or discriminatory decisions relating to pricing, marketing and a host of
other uses of profiling data services. It is essential that the agreement does not inhibit the UK’s
ability to ensure appropriate consumer protection from online harms.
The inclusion of provisions that ban ‘barriers’ to free flows of data, with privacy as a mere public
policy exception, may not seem to be of drastic concern for cross-border data flows between the
UK and Japan due to Japan currently having a data protection framework in place that the UK
sees as essentially equivalent and therefore ‘adequate’. This data adequacy decision means data
transfers can be made without the need for specific additional safeguards. However, a country’s
data protection framework can change, and so trade agreements should ensure a high standard
of privacy and personal data protection for UK consumers regardless. Such provisions could also
have more immediate implications for how UK consumers’ personal data is then shared with other
countries that Japan has agreements with – and could potentially jeapordise the UK’s adequacy
decision it has received from the EU. Although Japan has an adequacy decision from the EU, it had
to put specific arrangements in place to ensure that EU data stays in Japan. Both consumers and
businesses greatly benefit from the free flow of data between the UK and the EU, so it is concerning
to see the inclusion of provisions that may impact this.
This appears to contradict the UK’s prior published strategic approach to a deal with Japan, which
stated that the government noted stakeholders’ concerns on the importance of data protection and
privacy standards and that the UK would ‘seek to facilitate the continued flow of data with the EU
and international partners, while ensuring the UK’s high standards of personal data protection.’
Australia and New Zealand
In the AIPs currently published for both Australia and New Zealand, the broad commitments offer
some insight but alone are not enough to determine the impact on consumers.
Australia
In the Australia AIP, there is a top-line commitment to ‘enable cross-border data flows and avoid
unjustified data localisation commitments, while ensuring high standards of data protection’.
There is, however, no commitment to ‘maintain’ current high standards. Ideally, the ability for
the UK to exclusively regulate privacy and data protection without interference will have been
guaranteed, with specific barriers to data flows prohibited rather than a broad commitment to free
flows of data with privacy as a public policy exception, but there is currently not enough detail to
determine this. The wording in the text surrounding enabling data flows will also determine the
potential impact for consumers.
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New Zealand
The UK-New Zealand AIP outlines commitments that seek to promote inclusive digital trade and
build on consumer confidence by ensuring privacy and other legitimate public policy objectives
are protected. This recognition of consumer concerns as a vital component of digital trade
commitments between the UK and New Zealand is therefore positive.
New Zealand is one of the jurisdictions that the UK currently deems as providing essentially equivalent
data protections as UK GDPR and has a data adequacy decision. This means that personal data can
flow from the UK to New Zealand without certain additional safeguards outlined in UK GDPR being
necessary. However, as outlined above, adequacy of a third country’s data protection framework is not
guaranteed indefinitely, consumer protections should therefore be in-built to the agreement’s text.
The language used in the New Zealand AIP is encouraging. Rather than blanket bans on data
localisation and measures which could be interpreted as a barrier to cross-border data flows, the
AIP mentions the avoidance of ‘unjustified’ data localisation and highlights the importance of
governments being able to enact measures in respect to data protection, privacy and legitimate
policy objectives. The UK government should nevertheless prohibit specific restrictions to crossborder data flows, rather than including broad commitments with public policy exceptions in this
area, in order to guarantee that any future privacy measures enacted to protect consumers are
shielded from legal challenge should New Zealand’s adequacy status change.
The relationship between broad commitments designed to facilitate free trade and public policy
exceptions is particularly important when it comes to digital trade. As such, it is encouraging
to see that instead of broad commitments, specificity regarding the prevention of forced tech
transfers of encryption keys is included in the AIP, with reference made to legitimate scrutiny
and regulatory interventions by appropriate authorities alongside other protections to address
emerging issues in these areas.
Other trade deals
The text of the UK-Japan deal has much in common with the digital trade provisions within the
CPTPP. The UK’s aim of accession to the CPTPP therefore raises concerns that the UK regime for
data protection and privacy, which currently provides protections of an internationally recognised
high standard, could be at risk from some of the measures to promote cross-border data flows
within the CPTPP.
The provisions regarding each partner country’s legal framework for the protection of personal
information only recommends taking into account ‘principles and guidelines of relevant
international bodies’, ‘recognising that the parties may take different legal approaches to
protecting personal information’ (Article 14.8.2).
The Australia-Singapore DEA (both countries being signatories to CPTPP), for example,
specifically refers to APEC Cross-Border Privacy Rules (CBPR) and the OECD Guidelines on
Protection of Privacy and Transborder Flows of Personal Data. Both are more limited than current
UK data protection rules, with APEC CBPR being a self-regulatory regime. The DEA explicitly
states that ‘the parties recognise that the CBPR System is a valid mechanism to facilitate crossborder information transfers while protecting personal information’, and that the parties ‘shall
endeavour to jointly promote the CBPR System’. Allowing for self-regulation to be on equal footing
with the UK’s comprehensive data protection regime is detrimental. This would result in the
weakening of the data and privacy protections currently enjoyed by UK consumers once their
data flowed to those jurisdictions without additional safeguards.
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Trade deals should also not limit the UK’s ability to regulate to protect consumers from online
harms, such as unsafe products, scams and fake reviews. Provisions in CPTPP regarding internet
regulation focus predominantly on the protection of business interests. The CPTPP limits liability
for copyright infringement for intermediaries (Article 18.82), but does not include general
rules on the liability of intermediary service providers. The government must ensure trade
deal commitments do not limit the UK’s progression towards extending legal liability to online
platforms, including online marketplaces.
Article 14.7 of the CPTPP also rules out the ability of regulators to require source code of software
from businesses as a condition of the import, distribution, sale or use of the software or products
containing it. As set out above, the UK government should negotiate for exceptions that allow for
necessary oversight and accountability of automated decision-making processes, and make sure
future domestic regulatory measures in this area are not impeded.
The UK government must also ensure that the CPTPP does not weaken its strong net neutrality
principle which guarantees that everything on the internet is available to everyone, and that
internet service providers (ISPs) are not allowed to restrict access to some services or slow down
the traffic to websites and apps that do not pay premiums. Article 14.10, which deals with the
principle of access to and use of the internet for electronic commerce, does not fully deliver on
net neutrality, with full internet access not guaranteed.
In relation to the UK-Singapore Digital Economy Agreement (DEA) negotiations, as the first DEA
between Asian and European countries, there is an opportunity to deliver benefits for consumers
and strengthen cooperation in regard to cross-border consumer protection as already described.
In the joint statement on the launch of negotiations for the UK-Singapore DEA the government
signalled intentions for the DEA to serve as a way for businesses and people to harness new
opportunities in the digital economy and support a digital environment that safeguards
consumers and businesses. The UK government’s commitments to fostering safety online are
encouraging, but this should remain a focal point during negotiations and consumer related
issues and online harms should be specified. Article 18 in Singapore’s DEA with Australia deals
with ‘creating a safe online environment’ but consumers are not specifically mentioned in this
context. Mention is made of users, natural persons and vulnerable people, but it is vital that
people are protected from harms specifically associated with being a consumer and that there is
cooperation on mechanisms to deal with those harms. This would include areas such as buying
unsafe products, buying from repeat offenders on platforms, and fake and fraudulent content
that leads to scams.
As above, with the Singapore-Australia DEA, Singapore’s published intentions for DEAs include
developing frameworks to foster interoperability of standards and systems to support businesses.
It is vital that the UK government does not accept interoperability with international standards
that offer weaker data protection than the UK’s current domestic regulation under GDPR
– the highest protections must be maintained for UK consumers.

What needs to be ensured now
In order to deliver on the expectations of consumers, the UK government must:
• Ensure that provisions relating to digital trade and data flows within the trade deals it is
negotiating uphold the protections that consumers can expect under the current UK GDPR
regime.
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• Promote consumer rights in digital trade and enhance regulatory cooperation on cross-border
trade with its trading partners. Opportunities such as agreeing roaming provisions to benefit
tourists and business travellers should also be pursued.
• Explain how its ability to enhance legislation on online harms, in line with the wider
government agenda to place greater responsibilities on online platforms for the safety
and accuracy of their content, is not undermined by treaty commitments made within
new trade deals.

4. Regional inequalities
The final priority participants discussed was for trade deals to ‘Help address regional inequalities
by protecting and promoting jobs, skills and industries across the UK’. While not solely a consumer
concern, many of the participants in the NTC felt strongly that trade deals should bring benefits
to the whole of the UK, not just London and the South East. Some also felt it was important to
ensure there was help for those who needed to reskill if their industry lost out due to changing
trade patterns.
When we asked the participants in this year’s online community how important this priority was
in 2021, many thought it was of increased importance given the effects of the Covid-19 pandemic
on the UK.
‘I don’t remember feeling too strongly about it last year, but I think it is
now more important as certain regions have been more badly impacted
by the Covid pandemic than others have.’
Male, 25–34, Southern England
‘I feel that it is very important to minimise regional inequality within the UK as part of
trade deals and that it is of more importance than this time last year because of
the economic turmoil we have all been through in the UK over the last 18 months.’
Male, 45–54, Northern Ireland
When we asked participants to rank the four priorities in order of importance, this priority was
often placed lower down the list. Despite consumers believing the issue was important, many felt
it was also an issue that could be addressed by the UK government through the domestic policy
agenda. Some felt that the result of trade negotiations could have a much larger and undesirable
impact on issues such as food and product standards and the environment, hence their increased
importance. However, there were some participants from the devolved nations who felt strongly
about this issue as they felt the specific needs of their nation were not being addressed, in line
with our survey results. This was brought to the fore when participants read extracts from a variety
of stakeholders on the differential impact of the UK-Japan CEPA and the potential impact on UK
farmers from the UK-Australia AIP.
‘The importation of meat and other food products is a big concern for me.
We have many many local farmers producing high-quality local produce
that we should be supporting instead of shipping produce in from
the other side of the world. Of course, not all produce can be grown here,
but the quoted quotas for meat are really concerning.’
Female, 25–34, Northern Ireland
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‘Farming is very important to Scotland’s economy so anything that might negatively impact
that is not good. I don’t believe the UK government [has] Scotland’s best interests at heart.’
Female, 45–54, East Coast of Scotland
We also asked participants how confident they were that the government would deliver this
priority to minimise regional inequality in future trade deals. Most participants expressed both
their lack of confidence in the UK government to consider the impact of trade on all groups,
as well as the importance of listening to the consumer perspective.
‘I don’t think any consideration was given at all in minimising regional inequalities
at the time the deal [CEPA] was signed. To me it feels this deal was rushed through to meet
the 2020 deadline with plans to address regional inequalities in the future if needed.
I don’t feel confident at all that the government will prioritise this in future deals.’
Female, 55–64, South Wales
‘The desperation to secure trade deals as a political statement seems to have overridden
regional concerns and there will inevitably be winners and losers and collateral damage.
I think [the] UK [government] needs to be clearer about the potential impacts
and benefits of deals, but I don’t expect this to happen.’
Male, 35–44, South Wales
Overall, participants found it difficult to understand exactly how their region would be affected
from the UK-Japan CEPA impact assessment and the UK-Australia agreement in principle and
were eager for the government to explain this more clearly and for future agreements.

Assessment of progress
In the Department for International Trade’s Outcome Delivery Plan: 2021 to 2022 delivering
‘economic growth to all the nations and regions of the UK through attracting and retaining
inward investment’ is listed as one of the four priority outcomes. The government's impact
assessments of proposed trade deals also include regional breakdowns.
It has, however, been clear through our Which? research that people see the need to deliver this
across new trade deals through many more ways.

Trade deals to date
Japan
The Impact Assessment for the UK-Japan CEPA provides a short analysis of the impact of the deal
on the nations and regions of the UK. On the basis of the modelling used, it is estimated that the
deal could increase Gross Value Added (GVA) in all nations and regions of the UK with GVA in
London, the East Midlands and Scotland estimated to expand the most. GVA in the North East,
North West and the West Midlands are estimated to expand the least22.
A table is also provided conveying ‘indicative change in the regional value added’. This shows
the disparity between London as the top projected beneficiary with an indicative GVA impact of
£398m, compared to the North East which sees the lowest indicative GVA impact of £14m.

22 Final Impact Assessment of the Agreement between the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland and
Japan for a Comprehensive Economic Partnership
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Australia
In the UK’s objectives for its negotiations with Australia, the government notes that the highest
regional benefits from an UK-Australia FTA are expected to go to Scotland, the North East and
the North West of England, the West Midlands, South East and London – although the absolute
increases are quite small. Opportunities identified for the nations and regions are listed as:23
• Reducing tariff barriers for our world-class food and drink industry could bolster Scotland’s
whisky exports, with a third of Scotland’s goods exports to Australia being beverages in 2018.
London businesses would also stand to benefit, since they exported over £40 million of
beverages to Australia in 2019.
• Medicinal and pharmaceutical products are important exports to Australia for Wales, the
South East and East of England. These regions could feel the benefits of reduced barriers to
trade in these goods.
• The North West of England has recently seen a significant growth in its clothing exports to
Australia and could benefit from trade liberalisation in this industry.
• Australia has an advanced financial services market and London could gain from reduced barriers
to trade in financial services, which are the UK’s fifth highest services export to Australia.
• Liberalisation of Australian tariffs could benefit the machinery and transport equipment
industry, which is the cornerstone of many regions exports to Australia. The automotive
industry is important to the UK and Australia’s bilateral trading relationship; cars are the UK’s
second highest goods export to Australia. The following regions could benefit in particular:
Northern Ireland, the North East of England, the West Midlands and East of England.
When exploring the potential impact of a UK-Australia deal, the government notes: ‘The UK
economy overall is expected to grow, and a UK-Australia FTA has the potential to increase long run
output across the majority of nations and regions of the UK. Based on the distribution of sectoral
value added, a scenario with less liberalisation has the potential to increase long-run output across
all nations and regions of the UK. Under a scenario of greater liberalisation, while output grows
across the majority of nations and regions, output may fall relative to the baseline in Northern
Ireland. This reflects a relatively higher concentration of sectors where output falls relative to the
baseline, such as semi-processed foods, located in Northern Ireland.’
The Australia AIP does not provide enough detail to determine how the nations and regions of the
UK will be impacted by the future deal.
New Zealand
When setting its objectives for the negotiations with New Zealand, the UK government noted
its intentions to create ‘opportunities for businesses across the nations and regions of the UK’,24
listing a number of ways it had identified for delivering this:
• As for Australia, the liberalisation of New Zealand tariffs could benefit the machinery and
transport equipment industry, which is important for many regions’ exports to New Zealand,
including Northern Ireland, Wales, the North East, the West Midlands and the East of England.
• Lowering trade barriers affecting road vehicles could benefit the UK’s top manufacturing
regions that export to New Zealand, including North-West England, London, Yorkshire and
the Humber and the South West.

23 UK-Australia Free Trade Agreement: The UK’s Strategic Approach
24 UK-New Zealand Free Trade Agreement: The UK’s Strategic Approach
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• Reducing the tariffs paid on beverage exports to New Zealand could bring benefits to Scotland
and London.
• Medicinal and pharmaceutical products are important exports to New Zealand for Northern
Ireland, the East of England, the North East of England, Yorkshire and the Humber and
the South East. These regions could feel the benefits of increased exports of medicines and
pharmaceuticals.
• New Zealand has an advanced financial services market and an ambitious agreement on
financial services could enhance trading opportunities for UK service suppliers.
When exploring the potential impact of a UK-New Zealand FTA, the government notes: ‘Based
on the distribution of sectoral value added, the FTA has the potential to increase long run output
across most nations and regions of the UK, although in Northern Ireland the higher concentration
of the agriculture and semi-processed foods sectors may mean lower output compared to the
baseline. This is not to say that GVA in Northern Ireland would be lower than now, as the economy
overall is expected to grow over this period.’25
As with Australia, the AIP does not provide enough detail to determine how the nations and
regions of the UK will be impacted by the future deal.

What needs to be ensured now
From considering the impact assessment of the Japan deal and the participants’ responses, it is
evident that a lot more could be done to detail and convey what consideration is being given to
regional equity, and the expected impact of trade deals once they are signed. This includes ensuring
effective representation from across the UK on the various bodies that advise the government on
trade policy.
The government should ensure trade deals can provide meaningful opportunities and
benefits for people and businesses across the country:
• Advisory bodies set up to inform the government’s approach to trade deals need to be
drawn from across the UK, and also need to include different interest groups and consumer
representatives. The Strategic Trade Advisory Group (STAG) has representation from a broad
range of interests, but it is important that wider advisory groups ensure representation and
insight from across the UK.
• The government should undertake its own trade dialogues with people from across the UK to
inform policy, ensure views particular to nations and regions are identified and understood,
and improve wider engagement with the public. As Which? has demonstrated, such research
delivers informative insights and also heightens public understanding of the complex topic of
trade. This would also provide further aspects for assessing the impact of new agreements on
the nations and regions of the UK.

25

UK-New Zealand Free Trade Agreement: The UK’s Strategic Approach
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Embedding consumer interests within trade deals

As highlighted earlier, respondents to our survey in June 2021 were very keen for the consumer
view and the impact of consumers to be taken into account in the UK government’s approach to
trade policy. But people were sceptical that this would happen in practice. Consumers were also
less confident in their expectations of consumer representation by the UK government during
the process of trade negotiations compared to businesses and other organisations.26
Expectation the UK government will represent views of these groups in negotiations
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Consumers also expected effective parliamentary oversight of the trade negotiation process.
The majority of UK consumers assume the government is required to consult Parliament at
some point in trade deal negotiations – and 66% of survey respondents in June assumed the
government consults Parliament at least once in the process, if not multiple times.27
26 To what extent do you expect the interests of the following organisations/groups to be represented in trade deal
negotiations by the UK government? Base: All respondents (3,263).
27 At what points in trade deal negotiations, if any, do you think the government is required to consult MPs in
Parliament? Base: All respondents (3,263).
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Consumer knowledge of when the government is required to consult MPs
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Very few were aware that, in practice, MPs are not guaranteed a vote on the terms of a trade deal in
Parliament and don’t have to sign off the terms of the agreement at any stage of the negotiations.
Just 16% were aware of this in our survey. Survey respondents did, however, think that the
government should be required to consult MPs in Parliament. Only 3% of respondents thought
that the government shouldn’t be required to consult Parliament at any stage in negotiations.28
Consumer knowledge of when the government should be required to consult MPs
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Securing consumer support for the UK’s trade agenda will be crucial to its success. As demonstrated
by the ill-fated Transatlantic Trade and Investment Partnership (TTIP), when public support is lost
it can be in some cases impossible to regain, and in this event arguably derailed the whole process
meaning that to this day there is still no trade deal between the USA and the EU.
As the UK is starting from scratch, it has a unique opportunity to bake into its approach to trade
measures that will help both engage the public and build their support.

28 And at what points in trade deal negotiations, if any, do you think the government should be required to consult MPs
in Parliament? Base: All respondents (3,263).

40

are the uk’s trade deals reflecting consumer priorities?

A consumer chapter in trade deals
The first of these is for the UK government to show its commitment to promoting consumer
interests in trade deals by negotiating for a specific consumer chapter within trade deals. This would
set out key guiding principles for promotion of consumer rights and protections, reinforcing
provisions within specific chapters that have implications for consumers, including health
protection, technical regulation, competition policy and sustainable development.
The government did secure additional provisions within the competition chapter of the Japan
CEPA that emphasised the importance of cross-border co-operation on consumer rights and
their enforcement.
It has gone further than this in the AIP with New Zealand which includes a more specific consumer
protection chapter. This includes commitments to co-operation between enforcement agencies,
proscribing commercial practices that harm consumers, requiring goods to be of satisfactory quality,
and for services to be performed with reasonable skill and care and recognising the importance of
consumer redress mechanisms.
It is vital that this now appears with appropriate textual provisions in the final deal and,
once the precedent is set, the UK government uses future deals to build on this chapter
– delivering demonstrable gains from deals for consumers across the UK.

Effective public engagement
Secondly, the UK government should build on exercises such as the National Trade Conversation
(NTC) to engage more people in discussions about its priorities for trade policy and trade deals. Throughout
the first NTC and the re-engagement one year on, it has been notable just how engaged participants
have been conveying how, once time is taken to engage people on trade, there is significant interest
and very insightful and considered views to be shared.
As our Which? research has shown, to date UK trade achieved little cut-through with the public.
The opportunity should be taken to change this through proactive and meaningful engagement
as UK trade policy develops. The government should also look to best practice from other countries
and create more meaningful and accessible websites covering each trade deal and enabling people
to easily understand what negotiations are aiming to achieve and how they are progressing.

Transparency and scrutiny
Finally, transparency and scrutiny are an important foundation upon which UK trade should
be built, and our research has shown strong views from consumers when it comes to the role of
Parliament as a part of this.
Which? has joined with a range of business, union and third sector organisations to produce
Trade for All: A principles-based framework for UK Trade29 in 2021 and would once again highlight
its proposal on this important area:
‘Trade policy should be developed on the basis of inclusive, meaningful consultation,
transparency and democratic oversight. This should allow for open consideration of potential
trade-offs and building consensus, in line with A Trade Governance Model That Works for Everyone
(2018). It should actively consult with all stakeholders at each stage of the negotiating process,
including businesses, unions, civil society and consumer groups. Policymaking should be
29

Trade For All Framework (2021)
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transparent and evidence-based, working from a presumption of transparency for all negotiating
texts and publishing impact assessments that examine all aspects of trade deals including
social, economic, environmental, gender, human rights, labour, development and regional
impacts. Parliament should be extensively involved to provide democratic oversight, agreeing
to a mandate ahead of negotiations and a debate and vote prior to ratification, with the devolved
administrations formally involved at every stage. Trade agreements should aim to provide a net
benefit for all and where this isn’t possible, citizens and employees negatively impacted should
always have a clear path forward, relevant support and adequate resources.
Effective trade governance will help ensure that decision-making is informed and robust, and
that the UK’s trade policy has the trust and confidence of stakeholders and the wider public.
Trade policy also needs to be joined-up, working to support policy agendas in other areas from
agriculture, climate and the environment, to innovation, industrial, finance and digital strategy,
to foreign affairs and international development.’
• The UK government must therefore adopt a more inclusive approach to its trade deal negotiations and wider
trade policy, and demonstrate that it understands and is acting on the issues that really matter to people.
Which? consumer research has repeatedly highlighted this as a priority.
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Annex

Summary of evidence shown to online community participants
Food and consumer products
• Which? written summary of ‘core standards’ and ‘dual tariff’ concepts.
• Extract from the National Food Strategy Part 2 report (p137–138).
The environment
• Extracts from chapter 16 of the UK-Japan CEPA summarising environmental commitments.
• Which? analysis of the environmental chapter in the UK-Japan trade deal impact assessment, drawing on
p64–72 of the impact assessment.
• Extract from the UK-Australia agreement in principle (Section 4.2. Environment).
Data protection and digital rights
• Which? analysis of the implications for digital trade and data protection in the UK-Japan CEPA.
• Extracts from stakeholders stating their views of the implications of the UK-Japan CEPA: TechUK,
Open Rights Group, The International Trade Committee.
• DIT explainer: UK-Japan CEPA – a good deal for data protection.
Minimising regional inequality
• Extracts from stakeholders stating their views of the implications of the UK-Japan CEPA – the Confederation of
British Industry, Northern Ireland Assembly – Committee for the Economy, Scottish Government – Minister for
Trade, Investment and Innovation.
• DIT UK-Japan trade deal impact assessment (p44. chart 6 and commentary).
• Extracts from stakeholders stating their views of the implications of the UK-Australia agreement in principle.
• Letter from Scotland Cabinet Secretary for Rural Affairs, Mairi Gougeon MSP, and Northern Ireland Agriculture
Minister, Edwin Poots MLA, to then International Trade Secretary, Rt. Hon. Liz Truss MP and UK government
spokesperson response, statement from the Welsh Government Minister for the Economy.
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