
Importing
Into the UK

Introduction

The total annual value of UK 
imports has fallen 10% in recent 
years to £495 billion in 2015.

59.1% of United Kingdom’s total 
imports by value in 2015 were 
purchased from other European 
countries. Asian trade partners 
supplied 22.7% of import sales 
to United Kingdom while 11.6% 
worth originated from  
North America.

Primary imports 
Machinery 13.3%

Auto 12.3%

Electronics 9.7%

Oil 8.1%

Pharmaceuticals 5.3%

Gems, precious metals 4.8%

Medical, technical  
equipment 2.9%

Plastics 2.8%

Aerospace 2.5%

Clothing 1.8%

Exporters 

Germany 13%

China 9% 

United States 8%

Netherlands 7% 

France 5.5%

1. Reduce risk by having a clear 
contract

To reduce the risk of delivery  
problems or misunderstandings it 
is critical that you have a clear  
contract with your vendor, setting 
out the payment and delivery 
terms using Incoterms  
(International Commercial Terms).

2. Selecting transport mode

Within Europe there will usually be 
a road freight option to meet your 
rate and delivery requirements.

If you are buying large quantities 
from further away - i.e. The Far East, 
US etc - and there is no pressure 
on delivery times shipping by sea 
may be suitable. 

However, if you require your items 
quickly, or need higher levels of 
security, shipping by air is likely to 
be more appropriate.
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3. Register as an international 
trader with your local  
authority and HMRC

To import goods into the UK, you 
need to register with HMRC to get 
an Economic Operator Registration  
Identification (EORI) number, 
which we use when submitting 
your Customs entry.

4. Ensure you have all  
necessary documentation

If preferential or free trade  
agreements exist you may be 
exempt from duty, or qualify for 
reduced rates, if you hold relevant 
documentation such as ATR and 
GSP certificates.

We can advise on requirements for 
specific products and origins.

The import of some products are 
controlled and may require an 
import licence. We can provide 
advice and guide you through the 
application process.

5. Import taxes
There are three import taxes  
which can apply: VAT, duty and 
excise duty.

Customs duty is based on the cost 
of the goods, plus freight and  
insurance costs.

The current thresholds are:

Under £15: VAT / duty free

£15-£135: 20% VAT

Over £135: 20% VAT plus duty

(Excise duty applies regardless of 
value)

The applicable duty rate is  
determined by the EU  
Commodity Codes.

We can advise on which  
commodity code will apply and 
provide guidance on the  
potential to minimise liability. 

You might be able to claim duty 
charges and VAT back or delay 
payments for some imports from 
outside the EU. We will monitor 
your situation and advise if this is  
appropriate for you, or when an 
opportunity arises.

6. Deferment

Customs taxes and duties are paid 
at the point of arrival or, for a small 
fee, you can elect to protect your 
cashflow baby using our HMRC 
approved deferment account.

7. Customs entry

Import declarations are submitted 
electronically to the Customs  
Handling of Import and Export 
Freight (CHIEF) system which  
connects with trade systems that 
track the movement of goods  
within ports and airports.

CHIEF is also part of HM Re enue 
and Customs (HMRC) risk  
assessment process which  
identifies which consignments  
will be physically examined, or have 
their documentation examined. 
This gives legitimate goods, and 
those deemed to be a low-level 
risk, faster passage when they are 
directly imported from non-EU  
countries.
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