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The business case for trade 

This is not about the next trade deal… it’s about the next generation.

Global trade is worth more than £22 trillion a year. For the UK, it drives a third 
of national income and underpins millions of jobs. Yet the UK is stuck in a low 
growth trap. Expanding exports is the fastest route out.

Trade underpins the supply chains that power factories, finance innovation, 
move data, secure energy and sustain jobs across continents. It is not about 
abstract economics. It is the mortgage in Manchester, the life sciences lab in 
Cambridge, the advanced manufacturer in Sheffield, the financial services team 
in Edinburgh. 

Prosperity depends on the size of the market. And delivering growth is the 
shared objective of government and business alike. The fastest way to grow the 
economy is through exports: our modelling shows that a 2% rise would have 
delivered 0.6% GDP growth in the last financial year, that’s around £6 billion in 
additional tax revenues.  

Firms also often become more productive when they specialise, and they can 
only specialise effectively if they can sell beyond their immediate borders. 
The larger and more diverse the market, the greater the opportunity to scale, 
innovate and compete. When markets expand, productivity rises. When 
productivity rises, wages follow. 

Trade expands the market. 

Part One
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TRADE ACCELERATOR

�Confronting today’s geopolitical 
realities

For a country like the United Kingdom - which 
is open, services-led and globally connected 
-access to large and diverse markets is not 
optional. It is the mechanism through which 
we generate higher productivity, stronger 
wage growth and longer term prosperity.

For more than four decades, the UK benefited 
from a global system that steadily reduced 
friction and expanded opportunity. But that 
system is now under great strain: 

•	 International institutions are weaker.

•	 Strategic rivalry is sharper.

•	 Major power unilateral action is more 
consequential.

•	 Supply chains are being redesigned around 
resilience as much as efficiency. 

•	 Technology and AI standards are 
fragmenting.

•	 Access to markets increasingly reflects 
regulatory alignment - and strategic trust as 
much as price.

Given these realities, the UK must not compete 
on market size, but on agility, trust, and 
regulatory influence. There is no credible 
path back to frictionless globalisation – trade 
fragmentation will be a hallmark of the next 
decade or longer. 

The question is not whether trade matters, but 
whether the UK will organise itself to compete 
in the world as it now is - not as we might wish 
it to be.

Reframing trade as a path to 
economic security

In a more contested global system, trade 
is one of the principal ways countries 
manage interdependence without drifting 
towards confrontation. When economies 
are commercially embedded through supply 
chains, shared standards, cross-investment and 
services integration, disruption becomes more 
costly and cooperation more rational. 

Trade agreements are not simply about 
tariffs and the flow of goods, they are about 
predictable rules, recognised standards and 
smoother flows of capital, data and talent. 
For a country like the UK, whose strengths 
lie in finance, regulation, digital trade and 
professional services, rules and standards 
matter as much as market size. 

In a divided world, trade reduces friction and 
creates ballast.

Trade is now inseparable from economic 
security. The boundary between commerce 
and national resilience has blurred. Critical 
minerals underpin the energy transition. 
Semiconductor supply chains underpin digital 
infrastructure. Energy interconnection, data 
flows, AI governance and payment systems all 
carry strategic weight. Access to these systems 
determines resilience as much as revenue.

For an open, mid-sized economy like the 
United Kingdom, retreat does not create 
safety, it creates vulnerability. Limiting 
exposure does not eliminate risk, it 
concentrates it. Fewer markets mean greater 
dependence on the ones that remain. Fewer 
suppliers mean less flexibility in a crisis. Fewer 
partnerships mean less influence when rules 
are written.

Smart trade policy in this era means:

•	 Diversification across regions. 

•	 Trusted corridors for sensitive sectors. 

•	 Influence over standards bodies. 

•	 The ability to pivot quickly when geopolitical 
conditions change. 

Smart trade policy means ensuring 
that British firms are not locked out of 
emerging markets or excluded from 
regulatory ecosystems that will shape 
the future – whether that is for digital 
trade, green technology or advanced 
manufacturing.
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The evidence for expanding trade: 
why it matters now, more than ever
In 1963, President John F. Kennedy defended 
trade liberalisation with a phrase that still 
resonates: “A rising tide lifts all boats.” He was 
making a practical argument that expanding 
trade expands opportunities for firms, workers 
and nations alike. That principle remains 
true, and for the United Kingdom it carries 
particular weight: now more than ever... 
because unfortunately a rising tide hasn’t lifted 
all boats.

We are the sixth largest economy in the world, 
but we are not a continental superpower. 
We are a services-led, globally connected 
economy whose prosperity depends on access 
to markets, to capital, to talent and to ideas. 

Around a third of our national income is tied to 
exports – and services account for more than 
half of those exports. From financial services in 
the City of London to advanced manufacturing 
in the Midlands, from creative industries in 
Manchester to luxury food and drink across 
Scotland, our economic model is outward-
facing by design.

Trading more is associated with 
higher productivity
Exporting firms in the UK are consistently more 
productive than non-exporters. They invest 
more, innovate more and pay higher wages. 
Regions with stronger export performance tend 
to attract more investment and sustain higher-
value employment. If Britain wants stronger 
living standards, broader regional growth and 
sustainable public finances, trade cannot be 
peripheral, it must sit at the centre of economic 
strategy. Yet the case for trade today goes 
deeper than growth alone.

According to ONS analysis of approximate 
gross valued added (aGVA) per worker 
between 2011 and 2022.

“firms in Great Britain that traded 
globally were on average 42% more 
productive than firms that did not. This 
“productivity premium”was equivalent 
to £18,730 per worker in 2022.”1

Part Two

£925.5 billion  
Total value of trade & exports to 
the UK in 2025  A 3% INCREASE ON 2024
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The British Chambers of Commerce surveys 
thousands of UK firms every quarter. Our 
Quarterly Economic Survey – the UK’s largest 
and longest-running independent business 
survey – consistently finds that exporters are 
more willing to invest than non-exporters, 
despite facing major global shocks in the last 
decade. 

In Q4 2025, exporters were three percentage 
points more likely to have increased their 
investment in machinery or equipment than 
non-exporters.

Over the past 3 months, investment 
plans for plant/machinery/equipment 
have...

Exporters also tend to have greater growth 
expectations for the future when compared 
to non-exporters. In a January 2026 survey 
of 667 firms, 49% of exporters said they were 
intending to be on some form of growth 
trajectory over the next year, compared with 
42% for non-exporters.

In an economy where overall growth is 
expected to be just 1.1% in 2026, these 
marginal gains are vitally important. They are 
the building blocks for the future and the route 
to the generational change we must seek to 
deliver.

And most worryingly of all, UK trade 
is not forecast to grow despite this 
potential. The British Chambers of 
Commerce latest Quarterly Economic 
Forecast predicts that net trade as a 
percentage of GDP will be -2.4% in 
2026 and -2.5% in 2027.

Total 
A

Exporter 
B

Non-exporter 
C

Increased 19% 
789

21% 
414

18% 
2131

Remained 
Constant

53% 
2181

52% 
1008

55% 
1173

Decreased 27% 
1112

27% 
529

27% 
583

Total 100% 
4082

100% 
1951

100% 
2131

Total 
A

Exporter 
B

Non-exporter 
C

Rapid growth 
trajectory

4% 
30

5% 
14

4% 
16

Intend 
to grow

41% 
271

44% 
121

38% 
150

Business 
as usual

39% 
262

36% 
101

41% 
161

Intend to 
downsize

11% 
71

9% 
26

12% 
45

Rapid 
downsizing 
trajectory

3% 
23

5% 
14

2% 
9

Ceasing 
operations

1% 
10

0% 
1

2% 
9

Total 100% 
667

100% 
277

100% 
390

7britishchambers.org.uk A Generational Vision for the UK in a Fragmenting World

DRIVING INTERNATIONAL TRADEMARCH 2026



Where We Are
The UK is not yet trading at its full potential. 
Just 1 in 10 UK companies export. While this 
rises to 4 in 10 businesses among Chamber 
members, making Chambers the natural home 
of exporters, there is far more to be done. 

Exporter confidence has been damaged, 
and many firms now hesitate before entering 
new markets because regulatory complexity, 
compliance costs and geopolitical uncertainty 
have grown heavier. Supply chain shocks travel 
faster. Currency volatility bites harder. Businesses 
experience global disruption immediately, often 
long before policy catches up.

Trade agreements alone have not always 
translated into visible commercial wins at firm 
level. 

The challenge is not the absence of ambition, 
it is the gap between strategy and delivery. We 
must be honest about that, and equally clear 
about the scale of the opportunity before us.

Where We Could Go
Over the next 10 to 20 years, the UK can 
become the world’s most effective connector 
economy, commercially embedded across 
regions, trusted across political systems and 
indispensable in high-value sectors such as 
professional business services, digital trade, life 
sciences and clean technology.

We are already structurally positioned for 
this role. The City of London remains one of 
the world’s leading financial centres. English 
law underpins contracts across continents. 
Our universities power globally recognised 
innovation ecosystems. Our regulators set 
standards that are respected internationally. 
And the UK Government’s Industrial Strategy 
has selected the sectors to prioritise, 
giving a framework for expansion. Our 
professional, creative, scientific and advanced 
manufacturing sectors operate at scale across 
global markets. 

British goods and services still carry weight. 
“Made in Britain” is not a slogan, it is widely 
recognised as a hallmark of quality, reliability 
and high standards, whether in advanced 
engineering, life sciences, food and drink, 

luxury brands or high-value manufacturing. This 
standing provides a platform for assets in a 
fragmented global economy, becoming genuine 
sources of trust, credibility and commercial 
influence that few countries can replicate.

However, assets alone do not create 
advantage. Moving from potential to 
performance requires a shift in mindset. 
Trade can no longer sit in a departmental 
silo at government level. It must be treated 
as core national infrastructure, integrated 
with industrial strategy, skills, investment 
policy and economic security. We must move 
from reacting to global shocks to shaping 
commercial outcomes from writing strategies 
to building delivery systems that convert 
policy into contracts, investment and jobs.

The countries that thrive in the next phase 
of globalisation will not be those that retreat 
inward, but those that organise themselves 
most effectively for outward engagement. 
Britain must be among them.

The Generational Vision
By 2040, the UK should be recognised as the 
most trusted place in the world to do cross-
border business.

This would look like:

•	 A country able to operate credibly across 
major economic blocs without being 
trapped inside one.

•	 A shaper of standards in finance, digital 
trade and the green transition through 
common agendas with likeminded partners 
and international standard setting.

•	 A nation where trade visibly strengthens 
living standards in every region and sector.

Trade should not be seen as an abstract 
concept. It is the mechanism through which 
Britain maintains agency in a more contested 
world. It is how we secure prosperity, resilience 
and influence at the same time. In an era of 
fragmentation, centrality is power and trade is 
how the UK remains central.

At the British Chambers of Commerce, we 
believe this is not a short-term adjustment, it is 
a generational task.  
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What Businesses Are Telling Us: The 
Barriers to Exporting and Growth
The British Chambers of Commerce Insights 
Unit has surveyed tens of thousands of 
firms over many years. The findings reveal 
a consistent picture: businesses understand 
the value of exporting but face growing 
obstacles that undermine their confidence and 
competitiveness.

In our 2025 International Trade Survey, we 
found:

•	 The Trade and Co-operation Agreement 
(TCA) is not enabling growth 
Over half of UK exporters say the TCA is 
not helping them grow or increase sales 
- a rise of 13 percentage points since 
2024, returning to the levels of concern 
seen in 2022 and 2023. Firms report 
persistent regulatory complexity, additional 
administrative requirements, and higher 
costs when exporting to the EU.

•	 Businesses do not feel supported on trade 
policy changes 
The BCC and FCDO have launched our 
joint Diplomatic Advisory Hub to provide 
exporting SMEs with the best advice on 
navigating global markets in fast-changing 
geopolitical circumstances. Many firms tell 
us though that they feel there is a need for 
more support in managing fast-changing 
tariffs and trade policy environments. For 
many companies, this lack of clarity is a 
major deterrent to entering new markets.

•	 Supply chains lack resilience 
Only around 15% of surveyed firms feel 
their supply chain will be “very resilient” 
over the next 12 months. The combination 
of geopolitical risk, fragmented standards, 
volatile transportation costs and reliance 
on single suppliers leaves many UK firms 
exposed to external shocks.

•	 Exporter confidence is weakening 
Although exporters tend to invest more 
than non exporters, rising compliance costs, 
uncertainty over tariffs and rules of origin, 
and slower than expected benefits from Free 
Trade Agreements (FTAs) have dampened 
confidence. Businesses are ambitious, but 
too often the system around them is not 
enabling that ambition.

These are not isolated frustrations — they are 
structural and require a systemic response.

Policy Levers: What Government Can 
Do Now
To restore business confidence and unlock 
the growth that trade can deliver, government 
must use the full range of policy tools at its 
disposal. Businesses across the Chamber 
Network are clear about what would make the 
greatest difference.

•	 Strengthen Economic Security and Supply 
Chain Resilience 
Three quarters of UK manufacturing exports 
begin with an import. The UK therefore 
needs an agile, resilient approach to 
importing critical minerals, components 
and technologies — particularly in strategic 
sectors such as advanced manufacturing, 
defence, clean energy, AI and life sciences.

Government should:

•	 Implement the recommendations in the 
Vision 2035: Supply Chain Strategy, in 
partnership with business.

•	 Build diversified sourcing strategies for 
critical minerals like lithium, cobalt and 
rare earths.

•	 Use new economic security agreements 
with the EU, Japan, Brazil, the US and 
CPTPP partners to reduce risk and avoid 
dependence on single actors.

•	 Equip the UK with a modern set of trade 
remedies and dispute response tools 
that protect firms swiftly when rules are 
breached.

A secure UK economy is one that can 
continue to trade with confidence.

Part Three
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•	 Reinforce the Global Rules-Based System 
Although under strain, WTO rules still 
govern around 70% of global trade. 
Ensuring predictability and fairness in the 
global trading environment is vital for UK 
businesses.

Government should:

•	 Support reform of the WTO dispute 
settlement system.

•	 Achieve retention of the moratorium 
on customs duties for electronic 
transmissions of goods and services, with 
a 5 year duration at minimum.

•	 Advocate for improved decision-making 
including new plurilateral agreements 
which make it easier to do digital trade, 
services and intellectual property — areas 
where the UK is strongest.

The BCC has signed the ICC’s Global 
Business Statement urging decisive action 
to boost global trade at World Trade 
Organisation Ministerial Conference (MC14) 
in Yaoundé.

•	 Ensure Tariff Competitiveness and Reduce 
Non Tariff Barriers 
As major economies raise tariffs, UK firms need 
the most competitive possible trading terms.

The priority is twofold:

•	 Keep tariffs low across global markets.

•	 Reduce non tariff costs through better 
customs processes, digital documentation, 
and clearer product standards.

The UK should also fully implement the 
Economic Prosperity and Technology 
Prosperity agreements with the US to 
unlock opportunities in investment, digital 
trade and services. In 2025, services export 
growth was at 5.2% in volume terms, 
removing inflationary effects. Goods exports 
by contrast fell in 2025 by 2.1% in volume 
terms, ex-inflation. Services constituted 58% 
of UK exports in 2025.

•	 Deliver More from Free Trade Agreements  
The UK has agreed FTAs with India 
and South Korea in the past 18 months, 
with further negotiations underway 
with Switzerland, Türkiye and the Gulf 
Cooperation Council. The India deal alone, 
coming into effect in summer 2026, will be 
worth £4.8bn a year to the UK economy.  

Government should now focus on:

•	 Delivering enhanced export support 
leveraging unique role of the Chamber 
Network in UK economic diplomacy, 
driving stronger usage of FTAs at firm 
level - ensuring this translates into 
commercial wins for UK businesses.

•	 Using the CPTPP General Review to 
strengthen terms for business mobility, 
data flows and supply chain integration 
with the 11 other partners in the 
Agreement.

•	 Expanding services trade opportunities 
across ASEAN, the Americas and Africa.

•	 Reset the UK–EU Trade Relationship 
The EU remains the UK’s largest trading 
partner. Reducing friction in this relationship 
is essential. In an uncertain world with 
unpredictable geopolitical and economic 
events, risk is best managed by diversifying, 
while guarding against over-reliance on 
supply chains with single-state actors.

Priorities include:

•	 An ambitious EU Reset focusing on food 
and plant health checks, energy, and 
emissions trading linkage.

•	 A new economic security agreement 
recognising the UK’s central role in Europe 
wide supply chains.

•	 A refreshed set of negotiating priorities 
following the next Leaders’ Summit.

A more predictable and efficient EU trade 
relationship is one of the fastest ways to 
boost UK exports.
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The Role of Chambers: Turning Policy 
into Practical Delivery
Businesses consistently tell us they need 
support that is clear, trusted and grounded in 
real-world experience. The Chamber Network 
in the UK and worldwide is uniquely placed to 
deliver this.

•	 Practical Export Support that Drives 
Growth 
Chambers support tens of thousands of 
exporters each year, helping firms navigate 
complex requirements and enter new 
markets. This includes:

•	 End-to-end customs support via Chamber 
Customs.

•	 Market insight, documentation, and 
compliance advice.

•	 Diplomacy and intelligence for businesses, 
through our partnership with FCDO.

•	 Industry specific export programmes, 
such as the Trade Accelerator pilots.

•	 In country landing and support though 
our international chamber network. 

This practical expertise is essential to turn 
policy into contracts and growth.

Through the UK Chamber Network and our 
international partners, Chambers offer:

•	 Trade missions and sector-focused 
delegations.

•	 Connections to trusted suppliers and 
distributors.

•	 Support for UK firms seeking entry into 
high growth markets across the IndoPacific, 
Europe, Africa and the Americas.

TRADE ACCELERATORS
Trade Accelerators are a flagship new 
initiative from the British Chambers of 
Commerce (BCC), delivered in partnership 
with NatWest, designed to turn export 
ambition into real commercial outcomes 
for UK firms.

Our six-month pilot, delivered with 
the British Chamber of Commerce in 
Singapore launches with the Singapore 
Life Sciences Trade Accelerator, 
connecting high-growth UK companies to 
one of the world’s most dynamic and fast-
expanding markets in South-East Asia.

The programme will identify and support 
up to 30 of the UK’s most export-ready 
SMEs, providing a precision-designed 
pathway into market. Through targeted 
mentoring, regulatory insight, investor 
and partner connections, and in-market 
activation, participants will receive a fully 
tailored route to scale sales internationally.

Singapore is the proving ground. Our 
ambition is to replicate the model across 
priority markets and sectors, scaling Trade 
Accelerators into a core pillar of the BCC’s 
export delivery strategy, turning national 
trade ambition into contracts, growth and 
jobs.

Scan here to learn more 
about our Singapore Trade 
Accelerator.
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ABOUT THE DIPLOMATIC 
ADVISORY HUB
The Diplomatic Advisory Hub is a 
joint initiative between the Foreign, 
Commonwealth and Development Office 
(FCDO) and the British Chambers of 
Commerce (BCC).   

Led by a former UK Ambassador, the 
Hub’s expert team offers British SMEs 
strategic advice and connectivity, so 
that they can feel more confident to do 
business overseas.  

The Hub is both a front door and a 
feedback loop. It’s a front door for 
businesses to tap into geopolitical 
advice, and a feedback loop so that what 
businesses are seeing in supply chains and 
boardrooms flows back to our diplomats 
and policy makers. 

The Diplomatic Advisory Hub sits 
alongside the British Chambers of 
Commerce’s wider trade support for 
businesses, and the other support for 
exporters offered by the UK Government.

Scan here to learn more 
about our Diplomatic 
Advisory Hub.

ABOUT CHAMBERCUSTOMS
ChamberCustoms keeps UK businesses 
compliant and efficient when trading 
internationally.

We are different from other customs 
brokers and customs clearance services 
as we harness the reach, expertise and 
knowledge of the British Chambers of 
Commerce network across the UK to offer 
an unbeatably fast, reliable and compliant 
digital service.

ChamberCustoms has direct links to all 
major air, sea and land port terminals in 
the UK.

As international trade evolves, businesses 
must adapt to ever-changing customs 
requirements.

We help you build efficient, compliant 
processes to stay ahead in global markets.

Scan here to learn more 
about ChamberCustoms
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If the UK wants growth, it must grow trade.
Businesses can grow if they trade, as do 
economies.  We have found that growing 
exports by 2% would raise economic 
growth by 0.6% - a game changer for UK 
competitiveness and prosperity.

If we are to realise this ambition for a 
generational change in trade, it’s clear 
what is needed. Trade policy and export 
support needs to be agile and of high value 
to companies. Policy needs to be aware of 
the emerging geopolitical threats and give 
businesses the right toolbox to deal with them. 

It needs a partnership between government 
with the right range of trade agreements, 
export support, commercial diplomacy, supply 
chain security and, most of all, ambitious 
businesses ready for new frontiers in goods 
and services, from life sciences to AI.

Government should lead a pro-growth, pro-
exports agenda by ensuring UK companies 
have the most competitive set of trading 
terms possible, whether that is through new 
or refreshed trade deals with the EU, the US, 
CPTPP, Switzerland and beyond, as well as 

other mini deals on trade facilitation, customs 
and border processes, mobility, qualifications, 
and energy. 

The UK needs adaptability to a new global 
climate where control matters in trade - with 
a renewed focus on trade diversification, 
economic security and diplomacy - as well as 
on delivery on opportunities from existing as 
well as future free trade agreements and other 
sectoral deals reached. 

This is a once in a generation opportunity. The 
UK is a services and innovation superpower, 
known for the quality of our approach and 
delivery capability. 

In driving up exports, we are building a path 
to growth. The government’s Industrial and 
Trade Strategies set out the intention. Now, 
the narrative needs clearer articulation for a 
business audience if we are to really engage, 
move the dial and produce tangible results.

The time is now, the opportunity is on the 
table. Why does trade matter? Because it 
drives growth. 

Conclusion
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