
The Government’s recently published 
Yellowhammer document paints a vivid 
picture of a worst-case scenario should 
a no-deal Brexit occur on October 31. 
Escalating food prices, limited medical 
supplies and a rise in public disorder are 
all presented as genuine risks across the 
document’s six pages, should the UK leave 
the European Union with no deal.

Yellowhammer’s publication has 
certainly been successful in creating 
headlines. Clearly, changes and disruption 
– particularly in the short term – are 
inevitable, and we need to consider some of 
the longer term impacts going into 2020. 

To some, the document’s contents 
may seem intimidating. So just how 
realistic are the "reasonable worst case 
assumptions" outlined, and what else can 
the ports industry do to prepare beyond 
the huge amount of work that’s been 
completed to date?

Let’s take a look at some of the 
document’s key points affecting ports in the 
UK, and some of the options and approaches 
available to countering these scenarios, both 
in the short and longer term.

DISRUPTION TO TRANSPORT
This has been one of the most headline-
friendly aspects of the report, and the 
one to which the preparation of ports and 
their ecosystems is so intrinsic. 

Key points and potential situations 
outlined include that between 50 and 
85 per cent of lorries travelling across 
the Channel via the Dover Strait may not 
be ready for French customs. It is also 
suggested that the lack of trader readiness 
combined with limited space in French 
ports to hold ‘unready’ HGVs could reduce 
the flow rate to 40 to 60 per cent of current 
levels within one day, predicting that these 
vehicles will fill the ports and block flow. 

There is speculation that the worst 
disruption to the short Channel crossings 
could last around three months. This 
could improve to around 50 to 70 per 
cent of current levels (as traders adjust 
and become better prepared), although 
disruption is noted as having the potential 
to continue for much longer. 

In a reasonable worst-case scenario, 
HGVs could also face a maximum delay 
of one and a half to two and a half days 

before being able to cross the border, in 
line with the Operation Stack procedures 
that have caught the eye over the last 
couple of years. 

The good news is that the Government’s 
own analysis to date has suggested a low 
risk of significant sustained queues at 
ports outside of Kent, which have high 
volumes of EU traffic. 

In any case, much of the positive 
preparatory work to date has focussed on 
addressing potential transport disruption, 
and the results of this have already 
resulted in both a substantial reduction in 
the amount of issues anticipated, and an 
increase in the readiness of our industry 
to tackle them. 

We should remember that, as an 
industry, we are already well versed in 
disruption and how to respond to it. 
Suspensions in cross-channel traffic due 
to factors like weather, breakdowns and 
strike action are common occurrences. 
While a no-deal Brexit would cause 
disruption on a greater scale, we are 
building from a well-established platform 
in responding to it.
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This de-risking and planning process 
has only been sharpened over the last 
three years, and sets us all in as strong a 
position as possible ahead of a no deal 
scenario.

INTERRUPTIONS TO MEDICINE  
SUPPLY FLOW
This is clearly an area of major 
significance. The UK’s reliance of 
medicines and medical products’ supply 
chains on the short strait crossing make 
them particularly vulnerable to severe 
extended delays, and the Government’s 
analysis shows that three-quarters of 
medicines come via the short strait 
crossings.

With significant disruption potentially 
lasting up to six months across the 
Channel (due to a reduced flow rate as 
low as 40%), Yellowhammer is clear that 
this will have an impact on the supply of 
medicines and medical supplies unless 
there is mitigation via other sources.

Supply chains are highly regulated, and 
require transportation that meets strict 
Good Distribution Practices, including 
limits on time of transit, or that means 
products must be transported under 
temperature controlled conditions. 
Although some products can be 
stockpiled, others cannot due to short 
shelf lives, and it will also not be practical 
to stockpile products to cover delays of up 
to six months.

These are substantial concerns, and 
require the industry to seriously evaluate 
how we get our products transported 
legally, safely and on time to ensure 
business continuity. The key has been 
for firms to take a scenario-based 
approach to planning for such supply 
chain disruption, which should deliver a 
pathway for distribution no matter what 
Brexit agreement lies ahead. 

If not already done so, port authorities 
need to work with firms to ensure 
they are familiar with any rules around 
temporary arrangements, how these will 
work, and how long they will be in place 
for. Some form of Customs Warehousing 
should also be considered as an option 
to suspend the duties that become due 
by way of importing into the UK. It’s also 
worth keeping in mind that there are 
other forms of duty suspension that may 
be available to some businesses. 

Other approaches are more 
straightforward and have some precedent 
in the form of existing procedures. 

Customs paperwork and procedures, 
for example, need to be ready in 
place to keep transit times as tight as 
possible and prevent delayed loading. If 
businesses don’t have any in house skills 
to understand the customs compliance 

requirements for making declarations, 
they should consider upskilling key staff 
to support. Logistics partners should 
also be able to provide a springboard to 
quickly getting up to speed with the latest 
requirements and easements that HMRC 
offer.

Customs duties may also be affected. 
Importers and exporters need to 
understand both UK-to-EU and EU-to-
UK duties and get these right, including 
the payment of duties and taxes around 
any reusable packaging (some of which 
can be managed as return goods to 
circumvent duties). Regular importers 
should consider having their own Duty 
Deferment account with HMRC. This will 
be a requirement for those taking up any 
transitional import procedures. 

FOOD AND WATER ISSUES
Yellowhammer raises the potential that 
the supply of certain types of fresh 
food will decrease. Critical elements 
of the food supply chain (such as 
ingredients, chemicals and packaging) 
may be in shorter supply. Organic 
farmers and growers face new labelling 
and documentation requirements, the 
certification bodies need to have EC 
approval before their products can be 
recognised.

As the UK’s growing season will have 
come to an end by 31st October, the 
agricultural food supply chain will be 
under increased pressure, with Christmas 
preparations - the busiest time of year 
for food retailers – set to exacerbate this. 
In the document, the UK Government 
admits it will not be able to fully 
anticipate all potential impacts to the 
food supply chain.

It is stated that these two factors 
combined will not cause an overall 
shortage of food in the UK, but will 
reduce availability and choice and 
increase the price, which will affect 
vulnerable groups.

The suggestions are that this area 
does not have the potential to be as 
adversely affected as medical supplies, 
but operators should still be working 
closely with firms to ensure that the same 
planning and arrangement processes have 
been implemented, and communication 
channels remain open.

WHAT DOES IT ALL MEAN FOR PORTS 
OPERATORS?
Ultimately, we need to frame 
Yellowhammer’s assumptions in a sensible 
context. The industry has had plenty of 
practice for unstable situations, from 
bad weather delaying crossings for days 
at a time to ferry breakdowns. Haulage 
firms have also been very aware of this 

possibility and have had ample time to 
prepare as much as they can. 

Of course, the scale of this kind of 
scenario is unprecedented and would lead 
to issues in the first week (and first day in 
particular) but the practice, preparation 
and in-built flexibility set out to date, 
combined with a belt-and-braces attitude, 
will be invaluable and we should quickly 
see a levelling out towards normality. 

Much of the smooth running of 
this operation will depend on the 
interpretation of new controls by border 
staff on the ground, which is where we 
have seen pockets of issues in situations 
in the past. 

To limit the consequences of this 
significant disruption, it will be vital 
that operators have worked closely 
with businesses across the supply 
chain to ensure that forecast physical 
and information flows are realistic, 
and operational solutions have been 
designed and implemented to match 
them.

Ultimately, communication is set to 
be key for everyone involved in this 
space. If operators, customs, hauliers 
and drivers are all singing from the same 
hymn sheet, the margins for error that 
can cause backlogs will be dramatically 
reduced. 
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