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Europe prepares for HARD Brexit 

How the UK’s exit from the bloc is set to cause chaos on the Port 

of Rotterdam 

The port of Rotterdam is the largest and busiest in Europe. It has been ex-

panded every decade since WW2 and now just so far out into sea that it 

takes less time to drive to The Hague from the centre of town than it does 

to the tip of the city’s own harbour.  

Britain’s reliance on Rotterdam 

Britain is the Netherlands' second largest trading partner after Germany, 

with more than 60 billion euros worth of annual bilateral trade, according 

to government statistics. 

Britain is reliant on the port of Rotterdam for trade with the East Asia. In 

some ways, the port is already at the heart of the British economy: its size 

and depth mean that the very biggest ships coming to Europe from East 

Asia can unload here – it’s the only place they fit.  

All the deep-sea ships from China are coming into Rotterdam, and their 

goods are then going into shallow water ships to the UK. Products ranging 

from electronics to fruit enter the European single market and customs un-

ion in the Netherlands, then hours later are moved back onto smaller ships 

for their final voyage across the channel to Britain. 

At present, British supermarkets have a 2pm cut-off time to order some-

thing from the port to arrive on their lorries at warehouses by 5am the next 

day. This is possible because Britain’s EU membership means that these 

goods only face one bit of bureaucracy on their way – but that looks about 

to change. 



The Brexit Effects 

The EU says the UK Government’s decision to leave the customs union 

and single market will inevitably produce “frictions” to trade and necessi-

tate customs checks. But delays could have a serious effect on the sup-

ply chain of British businesses. 

This is especially the market that is focusing on high speed supply 

chains. Sometimes with containers, if you’re a day late you’re fine. But if 

you have fresh flowers going to the UK, every day you’re late you lose 

30% of your profit. 

Another possible effect of Britain’s exit from the customs union and sin-

gle market is that extra delays at the port will dramatically increase the 

number of trucks needed. That’s a big worry with the trailer companies. 

Because of the supply chains, they’re able to do a round trip in 24 hours 

now. So as soon as you have an obstruction somewhere you need two 

trailers to do the same work. 

The main concern of port officials is the uncertainty that is still hanging 

over the Brexit process. The final customs deal struck between Britain 

and the EU will be crucial – particularly how long shipping companies will 

need to give advance notice to customs authorities of their load. If that’s 

not early enough, that will mean they need to wait – that would inevitably 

raise costs and add delays to the system. 

The concern over customs delays starting in March 2019 is so great, the 

European Sea Ports Organization recently called on Brexit negotiators to 

consider trade facilitation a priority in its talks, or risk "turning ports into 

bottlenecks. 

Preparations 

Rotterdam’s port authorities are preparing for a hard Brexit: if Britain goes 

out and defaults to World Trade Organisation (WTO) rules without a deal, 

they expect thing to get very messy. 

The largest port in Europe is leading the charge in risk management, 

partly to secure its throughput but also to avoid congestion that could 

temporarily damage the flow of products as it adjusts to new customs pro-

cedures. 



If there will be full physical checks by the customs, a WTO scenario, that 

could come up to 8 or 9km or traffic jams. The port authorities show re-

leased a report by the Dutch ministry of infrastructure that anticipates an 

eventual cumulative 50% reduction in trade growth with Britain as a result 

of Britain’s departure. 

The Port of Rotterdam will conduct a customs trial in November to test 

protocols 90 days ahead of the United Kingdom's exit from the EU in 

2019. The proposed trial will test customs protocols for imports and ex-

ports to the UK after Brexit, including food and veterinary inspections. The 

trial should help reduce "choke points" once Brexit does happen. The Port 

of Rotterdam Authority is now developing the format for the trial, with the 

Dutch ministries of economic affairs and of foreign affairs included. 
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