
Brexit Impacts – Opportunities for 
German-Irish Trade

Edgar Morgenroth FAcSS FeRSA
Professor of Economics

Dublin City University Business School



Introduction
－Brexit is now almost certain to happen. 

－While there is considerable uncertainty about the 
outcome, a hard or disorderly Brexit have become a 
considerably more likely.

－A hard Brexit – one where there is no free trade 
agreement (FTA) between the UK and the EU – would 
result in tariffs being levied on imports to the EU from the 
UK. This would increase the price of certain imports.

－While such an outcome is not desirable, as it is also 
likely to affect exports, it does increase opportunities for 
inter-EU trade as the UK is likely to lose market share.
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Trade Patterns

Source: Own calculations based on UN COMTRADE data



Methodology
The purpose of the analysis is to identify products where after 
the introduction of tariffs on imports from the UK, Irish or 
German products might be cheaper. 

1. Get detailed trade data and tariff schedule
2. Calculate the price increase due to tariffs assuming full 

pass through (following Lawless and Morgenroth, 2019)
3. Calculate transport costs and increase in transport costs
4. Identify products where the increase in transport costs is 

less than the increase in prices.
5. Check that these are currently being exported.

Non-tariff barriers are not taken into account.



Trade Data
－The data used is from the UN COMTRADE database 

(this ensures consistent definitions and is conveniently 
available at a very detailed level of disaggregation).

－The data used for the analysis are for 2017 (data for 
2018 is still subject to revisions)

－The data encompasses 5469 separate products or 
product groups (HS 2017 6-digit), which is very detailed.

－Germany imported 4192 products from the UK and 
Ireland imported 4404 products in 2017

－The trade for many products amounts to very little but for 
some products the value traded is very large (up to €2bn)



Tariffs
－A hard Brexit will result in tariffs being levied on imports 

from the UK into the EU, and also for EU exports to the 
UK.
－The EU has registered a tariff schedule with the World 

Trade Organisation (WTO) that are applied to other 
members of the WTO with which the EU does not have  a 
Free Trade Agreement (FTA).
－Tariffs can be ad valorem (%) and/or per kg or per unit, 

and vary greatly by product.
－For current trade patterns it is easy to apply these. 
－Under the assumption of full pass through, it is 

straightforward although tedious to calculate the implied 
price increase (see Lawless and Morgenroth, 2019).



WTO Tariffs for UK Imports into 
Germany

The graph only shows the average tariff for the product groups with the 20 highest average tariff 
(out of 96 groups.



Transport Costs 
－Clearly the distance between the UK and Ireland or the UK 

and Germany is shorter than that between Germany and 
Ireland.
－This implies that transport costs between Ireland and 

Germany would be higher than between either and the UK.
－It is difficult to get precise estimates for shipping costs. 
－For the analysis the tonnages recorded in the UN data are 

converted into container equivalents using a stowage factor. 
Using an average shipping cost per container the cost as a 
share of the value can be calculated as well as the increase in 
costs for the longer journey, assuming landbridge is avoided.
－The average transport costs are calculated as 2.7% for UK 

imports to Germany and 4.7% for UK imports to Ireland, but 
there is considerable variation.



Results
－Having worked out the price increase due to tariff and the 

increased transport costs due to procuring the products in 
Germany or Ireland it is possible to asses whether switching 
is worthwhile.
－For this to be the case the product must be produced and 

exported by the other country.
－In 2017 Germany imported 4192 product lines from the 

UK. The analysis suggests that in 2311 cases (55%) an 
Irish alternative might be available and cheaper after 
Brexit. 
－In 2017 Ireland imported 4404 product lines from the UK. 

The analysis suggests that in 2666 cases (61%) a German 
alternative might be available and cheaper after Brexit.
－These amount to 52.4% and 44% of the total value of imports 

from the UK to Germany and Ireland respectively. 



Examples

－Unwrought aluminium alloys – this is imported from the 
UK by both Germany and Ireland and also produced in 
both. Tariff is 6%, the additional transport costs amount to 
about 0.2% to 0.4%.

－Wheat imports into Ireland from the UK would incur a 
tariff of about 45% - Irish wheat is not very suitable for 
baking. Transport costs would increase by about 8.2%

－Imported bread, pastry, cakes, biscuits from the UK 
would increase in price due to tariffs by 14%, but 
transport costs would increase by 0.5% of the value of 
the product.



Summary and Conclusions

－Brexit poses significant challenges to exported but is 
also likely to impact on imports which will affect 
consumers and producers (see Lawless and Morgenroth, 
2018).

－The price increases due to tariffs in a hard Brexit
scenario will make import substitution away from UK 
produced to EU produced goods.

－The analysis here shows that there is significant scope 
for this covering almost two thirds of the products 
currently imported from the UK.


