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Brexit is a catalyst for change
Get your business ready

The triggering of Article 50 
in March 2017 started the 
countdown to the UK’s departure 
from the European Union (EU).

During this period, the UK remains a full member 
of the EU, enjoying continued participation in the 
Single Market and remaining bound by the rules 
and obligations of membership. 
There is still much uncertainty around our future 
relationship with the EU. Come 29 March 2019 there 
appears two potential scenarios:
• No deal – Time runs out and the UK leaves 

the EU with no agreement and trades under 
WTO terms.

• A deal – The UK and EU agree on the terms 
of withdrawal and a framework for a new 
relationship. This will include a ‘time-limited’ 
transition which would look much like our 
current EU membership, that will last until 
New Years Eve 2020. 

Organisations can not plan with complete certainty 
until a legally binding agreement is finalised 
between the EU and UK and ratified by the UK 
Parliament and the European Parliament. No deal 
remains a possibility until all ratifications  
are complete.
On this basis we advise our clients to plan for a no 
deal outcome as it involves the most change.
Thinking across trade, people and talent, finance 
and operations, the following guidance will 
help you understand the steps you can take to 
minimise the risks and seize the opportunities – 
whatever the outcome.
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Preparing for Brexit
Focus on three key areas

Measuring 
exposure

Understand and map how 
your company interacts with 
the EU:
• What are your touchpoints? 

(eg markets, supply chain, 
people, tax and customs)

• How might potential 
changes to the UK-EU 
relationship affect your 
organisation? 

 − Run scenario planning 
exercises

 − Model the impact on 
financial performance 
and operations

Brexit-proofing

Protect your business through 
the transition period:
• What decisions can you 

make now to mitigate 
your exposure?
 − Minimise current 
inefficiencies

 − Explore alternative 
solutions to sourcing 
labour and developing 
domestic talent

• Communicate clearly 
with key stakeholders 
including your staff, 
investors, customers and 
suppliers

• Develop contingency 
plans of what you need to 
do and when

Capitalising on  
opportunities

Achieve growth during and 
after the UK’s departure 
from the EU by identifying 
and capitalising on the 
opportunities presented: 
• Reimagine business 

models
• Optimise processes and 

controls
• Explore new international 

markets
• Capitalise on new 

domestic opportunities
• Assess how your 

competitors are affected 
by Brexit

The impact of Brexit will be different for every organisation. Plan now so you are ready to react quickly to 
any changes, minimise any potential risks and seize any opportunities.

‘No deal’ WTO

‘Deal’ Status quo transition

29 March 2017
Article 50 triggered

29 March 2019
UK due to leave EU

Measuring exposure

Brexit-proofing

Capitalising on opportunities

Negotiations UK remains EU member
New relationship

31 December 2020
End of transition 
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Trade
Rethinking cross border activity

The trade implications of Brexit will be wide reaching. In the short-term, currency 
fluctuations are creating opportunities and risks for trade and supply chains.

Further ahead, customs duties, administrative approvals and compliance 
processes, rights of establishment and recognition of standards may change. Even 
businesses that do not import or export will be affected by the changes. 

Looking ahead

The UK and the EU have agreed a withdrawal 
agreement and much of the detail around a 
transition period. All that remains is the details 
of the UK’s future relationship with the EU.
The UK Government has stated its ambition to 
deliver a comprehensive free trade agreement 
with the EU. What this will look like and mean 
remains uncertain.
Organisations should plan with the 
understanding that the UK Government  
intends to:
• Leave the EU Single Market 
• Leave the EU Customs Union. 

Our departure affects the UK’s trading relationship 
with the EU and many other markets globally. At 
present all of the UK’s trade deals with third countries 
are EU agreements. The terms of these deals and our 
access to these markets will likely change.
With change comes opportunity. Trade deals 
with new and emerging markets will offer 
chances to businesses looking to expand their 
international footprint.

Next steps
Assess the impact on your supply chain 
While companies should understand their own 
interactions with the EU, it is equally important to 
be aware of your supply chain’s exposure.
Identify the risks and opportunities by considering:
• which customers and suppliers might be 

affected by short-term volatility? 
• how will EU manufacturers review their supply 

chain and look at alternatives to UK suppliers?
• what are your intra and intercompany 

arrangements within and outside Europe?
Future-proof your supply chain
Mitigate supply chain risk by:
• developing contingency plans and 

procurement options
• optimising customs compliance and supply 

chain structure
• maintaining an open dialogue with your 

supply chain.
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Measure Customs Duty and VAT changes
Leaving the Single Market and Customs Union will 
have implications on goods and services crossing 
between the UK and EU. It will also impact trade 
outside the EU. 
The UK currently enjoys access to more than 50 
free trade agreements with countries around the 
world, negotiated by the EU – we may lose access 
to these as a result of Brexit.
New Customs Duty and import VAT might 
be payable – not to mention the additional 
administrative cost arising from the need to 
process import and export declarations and 
instruct handling agents where necessary.
Organisations should:
• review customs compliance processes
• understand the impact WTO duties would 

have on your business
• explore Authorised Economic Operator (AEO) 

accreditation options to enable goods to be 
cleared faster.

Review your international growth strategy
With doubts over the UK’s existing trade 
agreements with the EU27 and third countries, you 
should consider how any changes will affect you 
by:
• understanding how Brexit will change access 

to current markets
• testing and, where necessary, updating your 

growth strategies.

Seizing opportunities 
Maximise short-term export growth
The depreciation in the pound combined with the 
continued full membership of the EU presents a 
unique opportunity for businesses to maximise 
their export growth during the negotiations. 
Enter new markets 
Government has already stated its eagerness 
to agree quick deals with China, Brazil, the Gulf 
States, Australia, New Zealand, India and the 
United States.
Businesses should think ahead by:
• exploring potential new markets - including 

those without an EU free trade agreements as 
changes are less likely (eg China and the US)

• utilising available support – including 
banks, professional advisors, trade bodies 
and government. 
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People and talent
Shaping your future workforce

In business, people are your greatest asset.

To make sure your people perform exceptionally and contribute to your success 
they need to feel incentivised and engaged. 

Grow and succeed by attracting and retaining top talent.

Looking ahead

The UK Government has confirmed that EU 
nationals living in the UK will be safeguarded. 
Full details are available:  
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/status-of-eu-
nationals-in-the-uk-what-you-need-to-know. 
The future immigration framework remains 
uncertain. Employers should look out for the 
government’s Immigration White Paper which 
will set out its proposed approach including 
any restrictions on future workers from the EU, 
handling of sectoral skills needs, and any new 
application processes.
Businesses should plan on the basis of:
• continued exchange rate fluctuations
• increased government focus and 

regulation on employer workforce relations 
• an end to the free movement of people 

between the UK and the EU.

There are around 2.1 million EU nationals working 
in the UK. There is a high probability your business 
employs at least one.
Employers have told us that fluctuations in the 
exchange rate, and the uncertainty surrounding 
the rights of workers to remain, have resulted in 
some EU employees feeling unsettled and even 
leaving the UK. 

Next steps
Conduct a residency audit
Government has made high-level agreements to EU 
citizens regarding their right to remain. 
Broadly speaking there are two categories. While 
those who have five years of residence will be 
entitled to Settled Status, everyone else will be 
covered by a temporary worker category.
Conduct a residency audit to understand who in 
your workforce is likely to be affected.
Consider potential impact of changes
While details around the future UK immigration 
framework are still to be agreed, employers can 
get a sense of potential implications by exploring:
• how you currently engage non-EU workers
• how practices might need to change and what 

are the cost implications 
• whether you have capacity to manage 

increased administrative requirements.
Improve current practices
Analyse current employment processes to:
• identify opportunities to streamline 

procedures and implement efficiencies
• evaluate the make-up of your current mobile 

population and understand the impact of 
increasing costs of international assignments.
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Position yourself as an employer of choice
Reduced access to EU labour, coupled with a fall in 
the pound impacting international workers, means 
businesses need to work hard to retain and attract 
the skills they need. 
Ensure your employee value proposition is as 
attractive as it can be. 
Consider: 
• developing and reviewing remuneration 

packages, benefits and incentive schemes 
with an increased focus on non-cash benefits 

• providing assistance with citizenship 
applications and work permits.

Communicate clearly
Leadership is vital to success. 
Create a robust and effective engagement plan 
with employees to maintain their focus and trust.

Seizing opportunities 
Develop domestic talent
Explore alternative solutions to sourcing labour.
The Apprenticeship Levy provides an opportunity 
for employers to develop the skill sets of their 
current workforce. 
Organisations should utilise funds to train their 
workforce, resolve skills gaps and retain talent 
whilst minimising costs. 
Embrace automation
Automation provides business with an opportunity 
to both reduce reliance on low-skilled labour and 
invest for the future. 
The UK is only slightly ahead of the global average 
when it comes the use of robotics, meaning lots of 
opportunity for growth.
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Finance and operations
Adapting processes and systems 

Make sure your organisation is “match-fit” for Brexit by focusing on the business 
basics. This includes operational efficiencies and healthy balance sheets.

Review your operational plans to ensure you can continue to serve your customers 
effectively and assess all of the opportunities and risks.

Looking ahead

The triggering of Article 50 does not materially 
change the UK regulatory environment.
The European Union (Withdrawal) Bill brought 
before Parliament aims to ensure regulatory 
consistency post-departure by carrying over 
EU law into UK domestic law. 
Organisations can plan that in areas such as 
employment law, safety standards, accounting 
standards and consumer rights there will be no 
immediate change in the rules as we leave. 
The extent to which the UK regulatory 
environment may change post-Brexit depends 
on the details of our future relationship with 
the EU. 
Whatever the outcome, government has 
signalled no ambition to lower regulatory 
standards.

Despite the UK economy showing continued 
economic growth, we see organisations struggling 
to make the right operational and commercial 
decisions without knowing the impact of Brexit.
The uncertain future has led to many businesses 
struggling with issues such as revenue forecasting 
and a change of strategy may be required. 

Company report
Triggering Article 50 does not affect the manner in 
which companies report. 
The risks Brexit presents to a company must be 
clearly communicated in annual reports, keeping 
in mind that these disclosures should be ‘fair, 
balanced and understandable’. 
To ensure appropriate consideration and 
disclosure of these risks, you should:
• assess the risks in an impartial manner and 

consider how these risks will be managed
• challenge valuations
• review tolerances and sensitivities of 

your modelling.

Next steps
Plan for the uncertainty
In scenario planning, businesses should undertake 
a board-level assessment of the potential financial 
impact of the top five downside-risks and upside-
opportunities presented by Brexit. 
In order to do this you must check:  
• whether you have got access to the necessary 

data and if it is reflective of the uncertainties 
your business faces

• ensure you have the necessary access to 
budgeting, forecasting and modelling skills.
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Re-evaluate operating models
In response to scenario planning and financial 
modelling, organisations may need to review key 
parts of their operating model to cater for new 
realities as Brexit unfolds. 
What do you need to do to continue to serve 
customers post-Brexit?
Consider:
• how operations may need to change in light 

of potential new relationships with Europe – 
including regulatory requirements for services

• the tax implications on supply chains and the 
options to restructure

• the impact of carving out European 
operations into new entities

• current finance structures and how IT systems 
may be impacted

• potential exposure to withholding tax in 
European states when we leave the EU.

You can prepare now by:
• thinking about how administrative burdens 

might change if the UK leaves the Customs 
Union, and what impact this would have on 
incremental costs

• mapping the people, process, systems, 
contracts and asset related issues around 
potential operational remodelling

• thinking about the financial reporting 
implications of operational decisions.

Insulate your balance sheet
A robust balance sheet can shield against 
any harmful trading performance impacts. 
It also provides flexibility to seize unforeseen 
opportunities. 
Ensure you have sufficient liquidity in your 
balance sheet. 
Begin by:
• reviewing and optimising working capital 

performance
• exploring alternative sources of finance
• reviewing hedging positions.
Communicate clearly
Give your investors and other key stakeholders 
confidence by engaging them in a positive 
dialogue. Particularly about how the challenges 
and opportunities posed by Brexit may present 
themselves and how you will react.
One of the key channels for this communication is 
your annual report. 

Seizing opportunities 
Deal prospects
The depreciation of Sterling will make UK assets 
more attractive to overseas investors. The uncertainty 
will also provide opportunities for those willing to take 
a risk on Brexit. This means there will be opportunities 
for those wishing to enter or exit markets.
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How we can help 

Planning for uncertainty
In the face of ambiguity, it is important for you 
to review contingency plans, assess the possible 
risks and harness the opportunities for your 
organisation. 
Bringing together political insights, professional 
service expertise and a wealth of client experience, 
we can help clients create practical plans for any 
eventuality.
We can work with you to:
• explore potential Brexit scenarios
• map risks and opportunities
• develop a hot spot analysis of key issues
• identify no regrets decisions
• build contingency plans and plot future 

decision triggers.

Website
For insight and analysis, visit our dedicated 
Brexit website:
www.grantthornton.co.uk/brexit

Contact us
At Grant Thornton all our people are equipped to 
discuss Brexit. With expertise across a broad range 
of sectors and disciplines we can offer tailored 
advice on how you can minimise the risks and seize 
the opportunities presented by Brexit. 
For advice please speak to your usual Grant 
Thornton adviser or email us at:
Brexit@uk.gt.com

Alan Dale
Partner, Consulting 
Grant Thornton UK LLP
T +44 (0)20 7865 2777
E alan.dale@uk.gt.com

Adam Jackson
Director, Public Policy 
Grant Thornton UK LLP
T +44 (0)207 728 2385 
E adam.e.jackson@uk.gt.com
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Grant Thornton UK LLP is part of one of the world’s 
leading organisations of independent advisory, tax 
and audit firms. We help dynamic organisations 
unlock their potential for growth by providing 
meaningful, forward looking advice.
In the UK, we are led by more than 180 partners 
and employ 4,500 of the profession’s brightest 
minds. We provide assurance, tax and specialist 
advisory services to over 20,000 privately 
held businesses, public interest entities and 
individuals nationwide.
Our underlying purpose is to build a vibrant 
economy, based on trust and integrity in markets, 
dynamic businesses, and communities where 
businesses and people thrive. We work with banks, 
regulators and government to rebuild trust through 
corporate renewal reviews, advice on corporate 
governance, and remediation in financial services. 
We work with dynamic organisations to help them 
grow. And we work with the public sector to build 
a business environment that supports growth, 
including national and local public services.
To find out more about how we are helping to 
shape a vibrant UK visit:
www.grantthornton.co.uk/vibranteconomy

About us
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