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Tariffs, Fees and Access 

 
• A tariff is a percentage fee charged by one country (A) so that the products of another country can 

have access to A’s domestic market.  The fee is applied product by product, and overseen by the 
World Trading organisation (WTO) to which 162 countries (including the United Kingdom) belong 
with full membership. 

 
• Under WTO rules country A must apply the same tariff for a given product type (e.g. cars) to all 

countries seeking to sell into its market, unless there is a registered Trade Agreement between a 
group of countries to adopt a different tariff among themselves3.  In a free trade area (FTA) the 
participating countries agree to adopt a zero tariff between participants.   
 

• The European Economic Community (EEC), formed in 1957 and the European Free Trade 
Association (EFTA), formed in 1960 are two examples of free trade areas.  Additionally the EEC, 
now European Union (EU) requires all its 28 members to impose the same tariffs and customs duties 
on all non-EU countries, again product by product.  This makes the EU a customs union. 
 

• In addition the EU imposes a common set of product standards on all goods sold in its members’ 
markets4, the whole being referred to as the European Single Market. 
 

Fees Charged for EU Single Market Access 
 

• While the trade between EU countries is free of tariffs at the point of sale, to obtain access to this 
arrangement every member country must pay an annual fee to the EU calculated mainly according to 
its gross national income (GNI) which varies from year to year. 

 
• For the UK, unlike for many of the other EU member states, it is a myth that the Single Market is 

access-free.  To claim this is like saying that paying an annual golf club subscription means each 
round of golf is “free”.  In 2014 Britain made a net payment of £11,442 million to the EU to allow 
£147,928 million worth of British goods to be imported for sale into other EU countries5.  
 
 

This makes an effective average EU tariff on British goods of 7.7%. 
 

• By comparison, the EU imposes on its imports from our fellow English-speaking countries in North 
America and Australasia, and also China and India 

 
an effective average tariff on non-EU goods of 5.3%6. 
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• Unlike in these countries, the British taxpayer pays the EU tariff, which is one reason why British 
companies are so keen on the arrangement.   
 
What is the effective tariff paid on their goods exports by the other countries of the EU? 
 

• On the same basis as the calculation for Britain, in 2014 Germany made a net payment to the EU of 
€22.3 billion while her goods exports to the rest of the EU were valued at €691 billion7. 

                               

 
 

This makes an average effective tariff rate on German goods exports to the EU of 3.2% 
 

      
 
This is well under half of the British rate being paid for access to the Single Market and unlike Britain’s, 
actually less than the common average tariff paid by non-EU countries cited above.  Clearly Germany gets a 
good deal from the Single Market. Other EU countries pay less; some like Poland are big net receivers. 
 

Nonsensical fears that the EU would impose tariffs on British goods 
 

• If these fears were ever realised, then British payments to the EU would be more than compensated 
by the tariffs we would impose on EU exports to Britain.  British companies subjected to an EU tariff 
could be compensated by cash drawn down from an Export Growth Compensation Fund for all 
objectives related to the production of goods for sale overseas, within WTO rules, or by National 
Insurance reductions.  

 
• This will be financially possible because in 2014 for example the EU exported to Britain a total of 

£224,900 million worth of goods, £77 billion more than Britain exported to the EU; the UK is in fact 
the EU’s largest market (in 2014), bigger than the USA. 
 

• An average tariff of 5.3% applied to British goods entering the EU could automatically apply to EU 
goods entering Britain.  On 2014 trade figures This would result in a payment to Britain of £11.9 
billion, i.e. £4.1 billion more than the £7.8 billion tariffs we would pay them.  In addition we would 
cease paying the £11.4 billion net to the EU budget making a total gain for Britain of £15.5 billion. 

 
THE QUESTION OF SPECIAL ACCESS TO MARKETS 

 
The only fool-proof way of judging the advantage of special access is by looking at the market shares 
achieved by British goods over a period of time before and after joining the EU and comparing their 
performance in world markets for which there has not been special access, as shown in Technomica paper 
2016/3 in this series.   
 
 
This shows that Britain’s share of the original EE6 goods markets at 4.0% in 1967 before we joined in 
1973 was actually bigger than the 3.8% it obtained in 2014. 
 
 
 

• So after all the anguish of 43 years of EEC/EC/EU membership, the sacrifice of over 90% of our 
fishing industry, the imposition of over 20,000 regulations, the payment now of a 7.7% effective 
tariff on our goods, while the rest of the world pays an average of 5.3%, the net effect on our EU 
market share has been in the long term basically nothing. 
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