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Diplomatic Advisory Hub Webinar: Trading with the EU, 15 September 2026

The Diplomatic Advisory Hub (DAH) convened an expert panel on 15 September 2026 to discuss the opportunities and challenges facing UK businesses trading with the EU, the future direction of the UK–EU relationship, and the practical support available to small and medium-sized enterprises.
The discussion was chaired by Gail Braybrook, Deputy Head of the DAH. Speakers were Caroline Read; Ceri Morgan, His Majesty’s Trade Commissioner for Europe; William Bain, Head of Trade Policy at the British Chambers of Commerce (BCC); and Patrick Van Cauwenberghe, International Trade Networks Manager at the Port of Antwerp-Bruges. 
Overview of UK-EU relationship
Caroline Read began by describing a positive trajectory in the UK–EU relationship. She highlighted commitments to negotiate a new sanitary and phytosanitary (SPS) agreement covering food and drink, link the UK and EU emissions trading schemes, develop a youth experience scheme, and strengthen security and defence co-operation. The UK would also participate in Erasmus+. Negotiations were continuing, with a further UK–EU summit expected to provide an opportunity to conclude some of the agreements and establish priorities for the next stage of the relationship. She stressed that the Government would also continue to monitor wider EU policy developments and their implications for UK citizens and businesses. 
What's next for the UK-EU trading relationship
Ceri Morgan said that trade in services between the UK and EU continued to grow and was significantly above pre-pandemic levels, partly because services faced fewer border-related obstacles than goods. The recently agreed UK–Switzerland free trade agreement could also support wider European trade by improving arrangements in areas such as services and professional mobility. She identified digital and technology, clean energy, life sciences and advanced engineering as particular areas of UK strength and potential European growth. Greater geopolitical uncertainty was increasing the value of close European economic relationships, including co-operation on critical supply chains, clean energy and investment. 
Looking ahead, Ceri Morgan said that an SPS agreement could be one of the most important outcomes for SMEs, given the significant decline in UK–EU trade in agri-food products. She also expected progress on business mobility and the mutual recognition of professional qualifications. Dialogue would continue on the EU’s emerging “Made in Europe” policies, which could affect UK participation in European supply chains and procurement. She added that the summit process was helping to signal a more positive and predictable relationship to investors in both the UK and EU.
Opportunities and challenges for UK SMEs
William Bain agreed that services had been the strongest part of the UK–EU trading relationship since EU exit, with the UK’s share of EU services trade remaining broadly steady. However, future growth would depend on enabling businesspeople to undertake a wider range of activities in the EU and making progress on the mutual recognition of professional qualifications. He called for a leaders’ summit in 2026 to conclude agreements on SPS measures and emissions trading, advance work on electricity-market access and the youth experience scheme, and set out the next phase of economic and security co-operation. 
William Bain identified the growing preference for European-produced goods in EU policy as one of the most significant risks facing UK businesses. Potential restrictions associated with “Made in Europe” could affect sectors including automotive, energy, hydrogen, nuclear fuels, chemicals and small modular reactors. He argued that finding an accommodation would benefit both sides, as UK businesses were an integral part of pan-European supply chains. For companies, he said, the practical value of the UK–EU reset should be measured through lower costs, reduced bureaucracy and increased commercial opportunities. This was particularly important for agri-food trade, where research cited by the BCC suggested a substantial fall in the variety of products traded since EU exit.
Changes since EU Exit and tips for SMEs
Patrick Van Cauwenberghe provided a view from the Port of Antwerp-Bruges, Europe’s second-largest port and an important gateway between the UK and continental Europe. He said that UK–EU cargo volumes passing through the port had broadly consolidated over the previous decade, although there had been a modest slowdown in recent years. Around two-thirds of the traffic in this corridor consisted of goods moving from continental Europe to the UK. EU Exit, the Covid-19 pandemic and wider geopolitical disruption had all affected established trading patterns. 
One significant change had been the growth of direct shipping connections between Ireland and continental Europe, allowing businesses to avoid some of the border formalities associated with using Great Britain as a land bridge. The port’s unaccompanied freight model, under which cargo travels separately from the driver, could offer UK firms advantages, including greater resilience to driver shortages and disruption on shorter Channel crossings. Patrick Van Cauwenberghe encouraged SMEs not to be deterred by the additional complexity of EU trade. Instead, they should speak to freight forwarders, logistics providers, Chambers of Commerce and port specialists to identify workable routes and arrangements. He also highlighted the port’s free online route scanner, which compares cargo routes, estimated costs and emissions between UK and European destinations. 
Question and answer section
The question-and answer session addressed several detailed regulatory and operational issues, including EU customs reform, VAT and Carbon Border Adjustment Mechanism (EU), 'Made in Europe' proposals and sanitary and phyto-sanitary arrangements.
Finally, the panel outlined the support available to SMEs. Businesses seeking practical export or market-entry advice could use the Government’s business support services, including the Unlock Europe webinar series and specialist advisers working across European markets. Firms could submit specific enquiries to receive tailored guidance and market analysis. Chambers of Commerce, freight forwarders, logistics providers and ports could also help businesses identify solutions to customs and transport challenges. The DAH complemented this support by providing geopolitical insight, including insights into how political change and international developments could affect business operations in particular markets.
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