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Although it has been overshadowed by the tortured Brexit negotiation process, much of the 

government’s hope for post-Brexit prosperity rests on the ability of the UK’s exporters to take 

advantage of new and growing international markets. 

While the UK’s export performance has been reasonably solid in 

recent years - export growth has outperformed broader economic 

growth since 2010, increasing from 28.2% of GDP to 30.5% in 2017 

- this progress is softer than might be hoped. In the last few years

there has been a steady increase in trade barriers erected by large 

economies - almost 400 between 2012 and 2016. Coupled with the 

ongoing trade friction between the US and its trading partners, UK 

exporters are facing a challenging international environment.  The 

Office for Budget Responsibility expects the contributions that 

exports make to UK GDP to fall significantly by 2022. The 

Government’s Export Strategy released today is the first part of a 

plan to turn around this anticipated decline and boost the UK’s 

export performance. 

An export strategy is long overdue. Despite recent improvements, 

the UK still lags behind Canada, France and Italy in its export 

performance. While the Industrial Strategy acknowledged the need 

for an improvement, it lacked solid priorities or action plans for 

increasing exports. Delivering new trade deals forms part of the 

strategy, but the bulk of the plan relates to how the Government will develop policy and build a more conducive 

business environment for exporters. Whatever the shape of the final Brexit deal, a plan to drive exports to new markets 

around the world will be of critical interest to UK business. 

The Export Strategy at a Glance

“The Government is 

adopting a defined target 

for export growth – a 

‘national ambition’ to raise 

exports from the current 

level of 30 percent of 

GDP to 35 percent. This 

is no small task given the 

OBR forecast that exports 

will fall to 27 percent of 

GDP by 2022.” 
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Targeting 

The single most important feature of the strategy is its 

overall goal. The Government is adopting a defined 

target for export growth – a ‘national ambition’ to raise 

exports from the current level of 30 percent of GDP to 

35 percent. This is no small task given the OBR 

forecast that exports will fall to 27 percent of GDP by 

2022.  What the Government is proposing will require a 

sea-change in behaviour from large businesses and 

SMEs, as well as a relentless focus across all 

departments. 

The latter point is particularly important. For the target 

to be reached, it must be an all-of-government goal 

rather than a vague ambition relevant only to the 

Department for International Trade (DIT). Substantial 

growth in exports can be delivered by simple policy 

changes as well as the hard-graft of practical support. 

Buried in the unsexy corners of almost every 

department is an easily reformed policy which can 

make a big difference to export incentives. In the 

Ministry of Defence, the powerful Investment Approvals 

Committee could deliver a significant long-term boost in 

defence exports by giving greater weight to the potential 

for foreign sales when making purchasing decisions. At 

the Home Office changes to immigration rules can 

boost export education, while small moves on tax could 

increase tourism. The Intellectual Property Office is in 

the early stages of an unnecessarily long review of a 

simple decision about IP exhaustion post Brexit. A swift, 

export friendly decision in favour of a national 

exhaustion would give greater confidence to exporters 

in industries ranging from pharmaceuticals to publishing 

and lead to the investment which will bring the 

Government’s target that little bit closer. 

These kind of policy shifts rarely receive media coverage 

or make it into the in-trays of Ministers. That must change 

if the export target is to be reached. In trade-focused 

economies like Australia and New Zealand, all-of-

government programmes requiring almost every Minister 

to find ways their Department can help increase exports 

have had significant success. Allied with private sector 

consultation, this kind of all-of-government audit would 

enable the Ministers to identify the easy policy changes 

to help exporters. Used as a battering ram across 

Whitehall, the new 35% export target could become the 

single most effective mechanism for making the ambition 

of ‘Global Britain’ a reality. 

Government Support 

The Government’s strategy recognises the areas which 

are already performing well and adds emphasis to 

these areas. The stand-out performer in the 

Government’s trade structures is the export credit 

agency, UK Export Finance (UKEF). Since being shifted 

into DIT the organisation’s leadership has shown a 

dynamism and a responsiveness to the needs of 

industry which justifies the Government’s faith in the 

organisation. The barriers that make export 

diversification so difficult are being identified and 

steadily addressed. UKEF has increased the number of 

currencies in which it offers guarantees from 10 two 

years ago to 60 today. It has also built up its overseas 

network and entered into partnerships with high street 

banks to make access to its balance sheet easier. 

These steps show that the UKEF is serious about its 

mission of ensuring that ‘no viable UK export fails for 

lack of finance or insurance’.  

The creation of DIT has also led to marked 

improvement in the civil service’s export support agency 

- the previously underwhelming UK Trade and

Investment (UKTI). Since being re-designated as a core 

part of DIT it has moved away from a model of 

interaction with SME’s which was seemingly designed 

by Soviet trade delegates of the 1980s. UKTI’s previous 

insistence on classifying exports as either ‘value’ or 

‘volume’ may have been appropriate for a team of 

officials determined to find a destination for cut-price 

Belorussian work-boots, but it was of limited utility for 

any modern business looking for assistance with digital 

trade facilitation. 
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Thankfully, the creation of a stand-alone trade 

department has led to a shake-up of leadership and 

driven a change in thinking on how the civil service 

provides practical export support for businesses. The 

strategy commits the Government to a ‘no wrong door’ 

policy which will see trade support functionally joined 

from the local Chamber of Commerce all the way up to 

Whitehall and down to on the ground support in export 

destinations.  The introduction of regional Export 

Champions will go some way to ensuring export growth 

can occur across the UK, rather than just London. These 

steps represent a welcome shift in culture and practice 

at DIT. Rather than expecting potential exporters to 

shape their approach to the way the department likes to 

do things, the proposals reflect a commitment to a 

business centric model. 

Business Led 

The concept of a business-centric approach has been 

highlighted as the first principle of the Export Strategy 

and most of the new initiatives reflect this focus on 

practicality. Promises of a step-up in the provision of in-

market account support and access to regulatory 

analysis will smooth the path for those SMEs looking to 

start exporting. A digital portal for exporters to report the 

non-tariff barriers (NTB) they encounter in export 

markets is another new measure which will help focus 

DIT’s efforts. In other jurisdictions NTB portals or 

hotlines allow trade departments to develop a much 

more practical understanding of what is undermining 

export success on the ground and respond in a nimbler 

fashion. This in turn means that government-to-

government interventions can be focused on removing 

the practical encumbrances slowing down UK 

exporters, rather than theoretical barriers that might 

otherwise concern politicians and policy boffins. 

Recognising that much of the heavy lifting to reach the 

35 percent target will be done by large, established 

exporters, the Strategy offers greater levels of account 

management support in their main export destinations. 

The Government is also committing to greater levels of 

collaboration with large exporters and trade associations 

as the UK negotiates new deals. The strategy also 

recognises the opportunities in vast regional projects like 

China’s Belt and Road. Although details are scant, the 

commitment to work closely with the Chinese authorities 

to pursue opportunities for UK businesses should be 

welcomed.   

How should firms respond? 

UK firms with export ambitions should go further than 

just taking advantage of the new services on offer. The 

strategy promises to be just the first step on a longer 

path toward a more symbiotic relationship between 

trade negotiators, policy wonks and the UK’s exporters. 

The Government plans to launch sector-based export 

consultations to get a better understanding of needs 

and opportunities. Businesses and trade associations 

with export interests should jump at this opportunity to 

influence government thinking. With Brexit drawing 

nearer and expectations for new trade deals growing, 

DIT is increasingly leaning on the private sector to help 

shape negotiation priorities. On top of the export 

strategy, the Department has released consultation 

documents seeking business input into potential 

bilateral trade negotiations with the US, New Zealand 

and Australia as well as a consultation on potentially 

joining the Trans Pacific Partnership (CPTPP).  

International experience shows that industries with 

strong influence on trade policy tend to enjoy better 

outcomes from trade agreements and export agencies. 

It is only through coordinated and compelling 

engagement that younger and more dynamic industries, 

such as the UK’s digital sector, will be able to contend 

with the protectionist demands of underperforming 

sectors like agriculture.  

Conclusion 

The Government’s plan for improving the UK’s export 

performance is a positive first step. It builds on DIT’s 

rapidly improving policy and operational functions and 
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manages to focus on the practical assistance a 

government can provide without drifting into 

mercantilism. The recognition that improved export 

performance is vital to lifting limited economic growth is 

long overdue. But the success or failure of the Export 

Strategy will be determined elsewhere in Whitehall as 

reaching the export target will require major shifts in 

policy emphasis from government departments with 

entrenched cultures and priorities. Fundamentally, the 

Export Strategy recognises that it is businesses, not 

governments or civil servants, that engage in 

international trade. The determined implementation of 

this Strategy will go a long way to supporting UK 

businesses to succeed as exporters. The Government’s 

plan for improving the UK’s export performance is a 

positive first step. It builds on DIT’s rapidly improving 

policy and operational functions and manages to focus 

on the practical assistance a government can provide 

without drifting into mercantilism. The recognition that 

improved export performance is vital to lifting limited 

economic growth is long overdue. But the success or 

failure of the Export Strategy will be determined 

elsewhere in Whitehall as reaching the export target will 

require major shifts in policy emphasis from government 

departments with entrenched cultures and priorities. 

Fundamentally, the Export Strategy recognises that it is 

businesses, not governments or civil servants, that 

engage in international trade. The determined 

implementation of this Strategy will go a long way to 

supporting UK businesses to succeed as exporters.  
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