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Executive Summary
Brexit continues to dominate the headlines. 
The Government finally seems to have 
recognised that the food industry will be 
significantly impacted by Brexit, but there 
are still no firm ideas or plans in place to help 
tackle the effects. 

The STS Food Safety Panel consists of food 
safety experts from across the hospitality 
industry including some of the UK’s most 
well-known restaurant chains. It looks at how 
you can counter some of the impacts of Brexit, 
especially with regards to:

Staffing – looking at ways of making sure your 
business is the most attractive and ensuring you 
retain your staff

Food costs – thinking about reformulation 
rather than resorting to shrinkflation or  
price rises

Supply chains – dealing with the potential 
difficulties of longer or more regulated 
 supply lines

Legislative alignment and the Food Standards 
Agency’s ‘Regulating our Future’ programme – 
what this will look like and how food businesses 
will be impacted, plus ideas on how businesses 
can take steps now to help their own future

Brexit is a rapidly developing story. We are 
seeing rapid moving changes in the Government 
and EU positions so the legislative and policy 
positions may indeed change in the short term. 

We have to recognise that headline stories are 
ever changing and STS will revisit this subject 
in the near future to ensure that we continue to 
keep our advice in line with developments.

The Government finally 
seems to have recognised 
that the food industry 
will be significantly 
impacted by Brexit
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Introduction 
The vote by the UK public to leave the 
European Union (EU) has sent ripples of what 
some might call storm proportions across UK 
business, with economists talking equally of 
disaster and opportunity. Industry ‘experts 
and lawyers’ are perhaps the only winners at 
present, with no clear path being set yet in 
Brexit negotiations affecting the food industry. 

There is a very clear danger that a bad food 
Brexit could have a significant impact on the 
hospitality and food manufacturing industries. 
Without appropriate preparations, some 
businesses could be left behind or struggle 
with any negative consequences. 

However, Brexit does offer the 
potential for re-setting the 
direction of food businesses 
throughout the UK. 

With around nine months to go before the 
official UK leaving date, there are still many 
issues which have not been resolved, with  
free movement of people and frictionless 
borders being just two of the key issues yet 
to be decided. With this white paper, the STS 
Food Safety Panel takes an impartial look at 
some key issues along with ideas on how to 
manage the risks and opportunities that  
Brexit presents. 
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The Free Movement of Food
The current arrangement within the EU is that 
there are no hard borders and food is free 
to move from one member state to another. 
In simple terms, agreements are in place via 
common treaties and legislative coordination. 
Brexit does not mean that all current UK-EU 
laws are going to be torn up, but some kind of 
arrangement is needed to make sure that we 
are importing or exporting safe food. 

One major stumbling block is the issue of 
the border between the Republic of Ireland 
and Northern Ireland. This is not new news. 
However, stopping food transportation across 
the existing 274 crossing points between 
the two countries is simply not practical, 
while setting up border controls is almost 
unimaginable and takes us back some 20 
years to the situation before the Good Friday 
agreement. As an example, the Port of Dublin 
currently carries out some 200,000 food 
inspections per year: they are now making 
arrangements for 1.2 million inspections per 
year. Quite an increase!

Borders wouldn’t just be needed between the 
Republic of Ireland and Northern Ireland, of 
course. The UK would be separate from the 
rest of Europe and not all UK ports have border 
inspection posts. For example, there are no 
sea port border inspection posts between 
Aberdeen and Grimsby. 

Furthermore, businesses importing food 
across the UK through to the Republic of 
Ireland and beyond would have to review their 
routes. For example, food from Scandinavia 
which currently routes through Hull, Liverpool 
and Dublin before reaching Belfast would 
certainly have to find new routes. It’s also 
worth noting that more sea, air and road  
miles will impact not only on costs but also  
on the environment. 

Some kind of arrangement 
is needed to make sure 
that we are importing  
or exporting safe food
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Legislative Alignment
Many of the arguments made by campaigners 
for and against Brexit in the referendum 
focused on sovereignty – having the ability to 
set our own laws. Frustrations over seemingly 
endless laws from the EU banning such things 
as bent cucumbers and the use of pounds 
and ounces have long since been ironed out, 
but problems still persist. In food circles, the 
recent changes to food labelling, while positive 
in some areas, actually made information 
provision more confusing for the consumer 
(for example, removal of allergen information 
boxes from food labels). However, alignment of 
legislation for food safety and food standards 
has facilitated the free movement of food 
throughout the EU, as all member states have 
to follow the same regulatory framework.

Will Brexit mean that UK food 
manufacturers and hospitality 
providers no longer need to 
follow EU food legislation?

The answer to this at the moment is a clear no. 
There are no plans to change the existing set 
of laws. To be fair, most were already in place 
before the implementation of Regulation (EC) 
178/2002 regarding the establishment of the 
European Food Safety Authority (EFSA) and 
general food law arrangements so change is 
not needed in reality. However, (and it’s a big 
however) by removing the UK from the EU, the 
UK will no longer be part of the European Food 
Safety Authority, the organisation which drives 
food policy across the EU member states. 

We currently have the Food Standards 
Agencies of England, Wales and Northern 
Ireland and Food Standards Scotland, but 
these are guided by EFSA. This therefore 
presents a huge challenge to the respective 
FSAs to lead food safety policy and strategy 
within the UK. Many will question whether  
they are set up to do this.
 
There is also another spanner in the works - 
the Food Standards Agency’s Regulating our 
Future (RoF) programme. If RoF proceeds as 
planned then there is the very real problem 
of conflict between what is being proposed 
and the current EU Regulations around free 
movement of food. At the moment, all we 
can do is watch this space, however the Food 
Research Collaboration has put together a 
document discussing RoF:
http://foodresearch.org.uk/publications/
feeding-britain-food-security-after-brexit
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Free Movement of Workers
Will you be able to get the staff? Agreements 
within the EU mean that people can cross 
borders without any restrictions or visa 
requirements. This has led to a huge influx of 
European migrant workers into the UK and 
it is safe to say that the food industry, from 
agriculture to food service, has benefited 
enormously. Simply put, this has helped 
ensure that seasonal crops are picked and food 
manufacturers and hospitality operators have 
a larger and, some may say, better workforce to 
choose from. In the hospitality sector, statistics 
clearly show that there is a reliance on workers 
from outside the UK. Recent figures published 
by Fourth tell us that 73% of workers in quick 
service restaurants come from outside of the 
UK, with 62% from the EU and 11% from the  
rest of the world. 

Free movement is clearly a two-way street, 
not just because UK workers can work in the 
EU without restrictions but it also means that 
workers can benefit economically. However, 
following the referendum the value of sterling 
has decreased and the weakening of sterling 
against other currencies means the UK is a 
less attractive place to come to work. The NFU 
reported in September 2017 that there was a 
29% shortfall in migrant worker numbers, up 
from 17% in May 2017. One of the key reasons 
behind this shortfall was the value of sterling. 

As an example, prior to Brexit a Polish worker 
earning £7.20 an hour would have earned the 
equivalent of 41 zlotys per hour. At current rates 
that would be 35.38 zlotys – the economics are 
simple here. If the shortfall in seasonal workers 
continues then food will simply be left to rot in 
the fields and on trees.

Negotiations between the UK and EU also took 
time to clarify the status of existing EU workers 
in the UK and this created uncertainty as to what 
would happen to them post Brexit. While much 
of this issue has been resolved, businesses are 
still reporting that personnel are either planning 
or considering returning to their home country 
or moving on elsewhere from the UK.  

Similar difficulties exist in the manufacturing and 
hospitality sectors, with fewer suitable people 
available for employment in key roles. Since the 
expansion of the EU in 2004, migrant workers in 
the hospitality industry have made a significant 
difference, both in quality and standards. With 
a smaller pool to choose from in an expanding 
market, competition for the best staff is 
increasing and some believe that retaining the 
best staff is becoming an expensive exercise. 

It’s worth pointing out that staff availability 
doesn’t just hit the likes of manufacturers 
and restaurant groups in the food industry, it 
also affects their supply base. A good current 
example is pest controllers who, in some areas of 
the country such as London, simply don’t have 
the resource available to supply large contracts. 
Pest control is a vital service to the food industry 
and if they are struggling to recruit then the 
impact will be felt by food manufacturers, 
restaurateurs, hoteliers, and so on. 

73% of workers in quick 
service restaurants come 
from outside of the UK, 
with 62% from the EU
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Food Costs and Shrinkflation
The value of Sterling doesn’t just impact on  
the worth of working in the UK compared to 
other EU countries. There is also the effect of 
food costs rising due to Sterling weakening.  
UK food costs rose quite substantially in line 
with the falling value of the pound. At one 
point the monthly inflation in food such as fish 
hit 9% month on month. This was a significant 
increase and food suppliers and hospitality 
operators had to pass these costs on to their 
customer base. This was done by either raising 
the price or reducing the size of portions – also 
referred to as shrinkflation.

The risk of food inflation isn’t likely to go away 
for some time, and import tariffs are still to be 
agreed. Should the worst come to the worst 
then there may be cost increases due to raised 
tariffs. However, there is also hope, expressed 
often by key Brexiteers, that once we exit the 
EU food prices will drop by up to 20% or more. 

We’ll just have to wait and see on that one, 
as no agreement has been made regarding 
membership of the customs union. 

At one point the monthly 
inflation in food such as fish hit 

9% month on month
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Product Development  
and Reformulation
Some businesses take a pragmatic view on 
Brexit – an ‘it‘s happening so let’s get on with 
it’ approach. Simply put, just waiting for 
something to happen and then responding 
isn’t really the way forwards.

Shrinkflation, as referred to earlier, has been 
seen by many consumers as a rather cynical 
approach by manufacturers specifically. 
We’re all aware that some of our favourite 
chocolate bars are smaller than they used to 
be. However, the bare facts are that smaller 
chocolate bars are not just down to the raised 
cost of raw materials. Cocoa and butter may 
be a lot more expensive than they have been 
in the past, but there is also the issue of an 
obesity crisis in the UK that is in part fuelled by 
overindulgence in our favourite chocolate bars. 
As such, this reduction in product size will help 
manufacturers to achieve the targets set on 
them by Public Health England in areas such as 
sugar content and calorific content of foods. 

Increased costs in raw materials shouldn’t  
just mean that manufacturers raise their prices. 
Some of the savvier operators have already 
looked at their processes for new product 
development (NPD) and, where possible, are 
removing the high cost raw materials and 
reformulating with other less  
expensive products. 

The bakery industry has, in some cases, 
been removing raw materials such as butter 
from recipes and replacing them with 
more affordable ingredients. It is of course 
recognised that this isn’t possible with all 
products – shortbread just wouldn’t be 
shortbread without butter – so it is a  
product by product option rather than  
a universal solution. 

We’re all aware that some 
of our favourite chocolate 
bars are smaller than they 
used to be
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Supply Lines
Food miles are often talked about in 
environmental circles but less so on a 
consumer basis. In winter, strawberries have 
usually travelled many miles to our retailer 
shelves, as have things like salad goods. Some 
of the more innovative operators are looking 
at how these food miles can be reduced and 
are embracing technologies that haven’t 
been used before. A great example of this is 
the use of aquaponics. Salad items grown in 
aquaponics environments can quite simply 
cut food miles down to zero, avoiding the kind 
of problems encountered in recent years such 
as the unseasonably cold weather in Spain in 
early 2017 which resulted in a salad shortage in 
the UK. 

Aquaponics and other technologies are clearly 
not for everyone. Technologies are advancing 
at a huge pace – it’s amazing to discover that 
ovens have been developed that can bake 
bread in space! Of course, the supply of all 
raw materials cannot be resolved by new 
technologies alone, but the opportunity to 
look at alternative market suppliers should  
be considered. 

The sensible approach to market supply is 
to regularly review supply bases, making 
sure you’re getting the best value possible. 
This shouldn’t be a race to the bottom, as 
has been experienced over recent years with 
public sector procurement, but a considered 
and practical review of each supply line. The 
horsemeat crisis of 2014 revealed that meat 
often travels through many processors before 
finally landing on the consumer’s plate. The 
outcomes of many supply chain reviews 
revealed that this amount of handling could 
indeed be reduced and the principle now is  
the same. 

Understanding supply chains is important 
for any business. The advent of Blockchain, 
a decentralised ledger of food transactions 
which in essence makes what has happened to 
food and when completely transparent, while 
still in its early stages, may help businesses 
learn far more about their supply chains, 
and with that knowledge comes the ability 
to make more informed choices. Blockchain 
isn’t perfect yet but it seems that it may be the 
future – or at least the platform that supply 
chains are set on in the future. 

The sensible approach to market supply is to 
regularly review supply bases, making sure 

you’re getting the best value possible 
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Recruitment of New Talent
A challenging recruiting environment gives 
workers the opportunity to pick and choose 
who they want to work for. This will no doubt 
result in some workers taking roles with the 
best employers or the highest paying. 

Some businesses are looking at how to make 
the hospitality industry seem like an attractive 
and fundamentally rewarding career path. 
This is a tricky task as there is the perception 
in the UK that hospitality work is a stopgap 
or stepping stone rather than a long-term 
career. This is exactly the opposite in other 
EU countries where pride is taken in working 
in front of house roles. It is clear that the 
apprenticeship scheme has a strong place in 
the hospitality industry. Pret A Manger has a 
development academy and is approaching 
schools to introduce the world of hospitality 
to schoolchildren and highlight what a great 
career path it can be. This shows how working 
within local communities, especially schools 
and colleges, can help ensure the continuing 
supply of exciting new professionals entering 
the hospitality and catering industries.

Incentives can be a good way of ensuring and 
improving staff retention. In the manufacturing 
sector, production targets are often set: these 
can be used as a carrot rather than a stick, with 
staff being rewarded with bonuses or awards 
when targets are hit. The hospitality industry 
can also adopt such an approach, for example 
offering rewards where mystery shopper 
scores are high, customer feedback exceeds 
expectations or where great food hygiene 
ratings are achieved or maintained. 

Maintaining staff levels isn’t just about what 
they are being paid, although this really can  
be a defining factor. In some areas, recruits will 
follow the path of the highest payer. A sensible 
mantra to follow is the thought that a good pay 
rise will make an employee happy for a day  
but a poor pay rise will make them unhappy  
for a year.

The hospitality industry is competitive. 
Many high streets and retail parks have 
become something of a rogues gallery of 
branded restaurants and there is bound to be 
competition for good staff in these areas. In 
order to overcome what may be a shrinking 
pool of workers in the hospitality industry, the 
goal of any business should be to put your staff 
at the front and centre of your business. Make 
them feel valued, treat them well, train them 
properly and give them the tools to develop 
and improve with your business. Happy staff 
tend to be productive staff and where career 
progression is perceived, then loyalty is earned.
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Regulation
The Food Standards Agency Regulating 
our Future (RoF) programme looks like it’s 
becoming a profound disappointment. 
Reviewing the latest timeline of progress issued 
by the FSA, only three elements of the original 
proposals have been developed. Enhanced 
registration, which is for new businesses only, 
is expected to be launched in March 2019, the 
segmentation of risk is being trialled by EHO 
in summer 2018 (again for new businesses 
only), and testing for the LA National Inspection 
Strategies will start in 2019. 

The fact that the Certified Regulatory Auditor 
proposal was kicked into the long grass some 
time ago is positive, but the lack of news around 
mandatory display of ratings and paying for 
regulation still needs some explanation, as 
does the way in which enhanced registration 
is expected to make significant differences to 
inspection approaches when it only applies to 
new businesses. 

The FSA are still exploring how third party 
inspection programmes can be used to harness 
information for inspection strategies. Whether 
this will be limited to audit standards such 
as the BRC Global Standards or equivalent in 
food manufacturing or whether it will include 
third party audits in hospitality and catering 
businesses is unclear at this stage.

So what can you do as a business  
to prepare yourself for the new 
approach from local authorities?

The answer at the moment is not a lot! RoF is 
certainly happening, though how it will impact 
existing food businesses is becoming more and 

more clouded as the planned programme 
proceeds. There are, however, a few methods 
of future-proofing your business (apart from 
maintaining the best hygiene standards) that 
will help to remove the need for any sudden 
changes that RoF may cause:

Display your Food Hygiene Rating score in 
your business. Be proud of your score and let 
the public know that you are good. This advice 
is, of course, only optional in England as display 
in the rest of the UK is mandated already, but 
there are many restaurant groups who have 
a brand standard rating of 5 and ensure that 
all their restaurants display their scores. Any 
business can adopt this approach.

Look to develop a Primary Authority 
partnership. While this may carry a cost to the 
business, for those who have multiple outlets, 
being involved in setting your own inspection 
strategy can ensure a consistent approach to 
enforcement across all of your outlets. 

Follow the development of the enhanced 
registration scheme and make sure you update 
your registration when the scheme goes live. 
This doesn’t mean you’ll get a Permit to Trade 
(that was parked some time back) but it will 
ensure that Environmental Health Officers 
(EHOs) are provided with the most up-to-
date information about your business when 
they next inspect, allowing a more bespoke 
approach than that adopted by current generic 
inspections. 

There is still hope for RoF. You can keep up to 
date with progress via their newsletters on the 
FSA website: https://www.food.gov.uk/about-
us/regulating-our-future
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STS is proud to be working alongside 
a number of food safety experts 
from across the hospitality industry. 
We would like to acknowledge our 
gratitude to:

Lisa Cobb
SSP Ltd 

Tracey Colbert 
Wagamama

Sarah Delaney 
Ikea

Kirsten Lawton 
Pret A Manger

Tony Lewis 
CIEH

Jacqui McPeake 
Allergen Accreditation

Sheila Miles 
ISS

Mike Wilson
Cascade Associates
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