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The UK government has to focus on two  
major events for the fresh produce sector:  
the Covid-19 pandemic and our departure  
from the EU. 

Seasonality globally is an important 
factor in the sector
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Fresh produce now 
faces two daunting 
challenges



Commodity 
group 
 
 
 
Fresh  
vegetables 
 
Fresh fruit 
 
Total 

Domestic 
production 
 
 
 
2,423 
 
 
683 
 
3,106 

Imports  
from EU 
 
 
 
1,960 
 
 
1,357 
 
3,317 

Imports from 
rest of the 
world 
 
 
349 
 
 
2,279 
 
2,628 

Exports 
 
 
 
 
141 
 
 
161 
 
302 

Total supply 
(thousand 
tonnes) 
 
 
4,591 
 
 
4,158 
 
8,749 

EU supply as  
a percentage  
of UK total  
supply 
 
42.6 
 
 
32.6 
 
37.9 

Source: Defra Agriculture in the UK 2019, published July 2020

Fresh vegetables and fruits consumed in the UK by origin 
Table 1
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     The UK retail fresh produce sector has a current value of £11.5 billion 

upply chains have faced 
unprecedented challenges in 2020  
as the current Covid-19 pandemic 

tested their resilience. In the UK, many of 
us have seen and experienced the empty 
shelves in supermarkets and various stores 
throughout the country. That was the 
outcome of the unpredictable extreme 
demand for various products (with anxious 
stockpiling in some households) 
combined with a reduced supply, as 
logistics companies grappled with a lack 
of personnel (affected by the virus) and 
disruptions caused at some borders. 

Nowhere is this more pertinent than in 
food supply. Within this wider context, the 
fresh produce sector, with its demands for 
product range, quality and freshness, has 
developed sophisticated, tightly timed 
inbound supply chains from the EU and 
elsewhere. Not only is the EU a crucial 
supply market, but also its exports to the 
UK exceed those from the rest of the 
world by a factor of 1.26 – see Table 1.  
In addition, certain commodities with a 
very short shelf life could be under threat 
from port delays during the Brexit rollout, 
and non-EU commodities that now arrive 
via the EU (where they have been received, 
health checked and customs cleared for 
free circulation) may seek alternative 
routes. 

The UK’s political scene now has its  
focus on two major events: the Covid-19 
pandemic; and the impending Brexit 
rollout in 2021. For the second event,  
the government initially seemed more 
prepared, with the publication in July of  
a 206-page document: The Border with 
the European Union – Importing and 
Exporting Goods, which outlined a phased 
regulatory approach to the new UK/EU 
trade relationship, with further information 
promised on aspects such as the  
Irish border. 

UK fresh produce sector 

The UK retail fresh produce sector has a 
current value of £11.5 billion, according  
to the Fresh Produce Journal.1 The top 50 
fruit and vegetable categories account  
for some 96% of the total, from dessert  
apples (£889.9 million) down to radishes 
(£31.4 million). Because many UK  
suppliers – growers, importers or traders 
– also operate overseas, international 
relationships are often intrinsic. 

Government statistics and commentary on 
agricultural and horticultural production, 
imports and exports are summarised and 
referenced each year in Defra’s Agriculture 
in the UK report, which uses HMRC 
import/export data as one of its sources. 
Although product definitions, 

Country 
 
 
 
Belgium 
 
 
France 
 
 
Germany 
 
 
Italy 
 
 
Netherlands 
 
 
 
Spain 
 
 
 
Total 
 
Combined 
total 

Source: Fruit Logistica European Statistics Handbook, published February 2020

Statistics for fresh vegetable and fruit crops and exports – selected EU countries 
Table 2

Top three crops: fruits and 
vegetables 
 
 
Pears, apples, strawberries 
Tomatoes, leeks, carrots 
 
Apples, melons, plums 
Tomatoes, carrots, onions 
 
Apples, strawberries, plums 
Carrots, onions, white cabbage 
 
Apples, oranges, melons 
Tomatoes, courgettes, fennel 
 
Pears, apples, strawberries 
Onions, tomatoes, carrots 
 
 
Oranges, easy-peelers,  
watermelons, 
Tomatoes, onions, peppers

Other trades 
 
 
 
Exotic fruits 
Frozen vegetables 
 
Canned vegetables 
 
 
 
 
 
Tomato pulp, paste 
and ketchup

Fresh fruit exports 
(thousand tonnes) 
 
 
1,859 
 
 
900 
 
 
583 
 
 
2,620 
 
 
Total = 3,804 
(Netherlands  
origin = 215)  
 
7,360 
 
 
 
17,126

Fresh vegetable  
exports (thousand 
tonnes) 
 
902 
 
 
1,025 
 
 
411 
 
 
795 
 
 
Total = 4,441 
(Netherlands  
origin = 2,476) 
 
5,152 
 
 
 
12,726 
 
29,852

S



categorisation and time periods may  
differ from other published material, the 
following highlights from Chapter 7 of  
the 2019 calendar year edition provide  
a meaningful introduction. 

EU supply market 

The EU supply market is an agricultural 
and horticultural powerhouse, even 
disregarding its further processing 
outputs. Table 2 provides some highlights 
for its western European countries. 

Seasonality globally is an important 
factor– for example, citrus production 
follows the sun, with South Africa 
replacing Spain as the principal supplier 
during the northern hemisphere summer, 
while bananas are harvested in the 
Caribbean, South America and West  
Africa throughout the year. 

The sector is heavily dependent on ports 
and shipping. Modes of UK appearance 
will be temperature-controlled containers 
or road trailers, either driver accompanied 
or unaccompanied. As a broad 
generalisation, shipping will be deep-sea 
services from non-EU countries and  
short-sea services from the EU, either  
roll-on/roll-off (ro-ro) ferry services or 
container feeder services. The Dover 
corridor is the major conduit, comprising 
high-capacity, high-frequency ro-ro ferry 
services from Dunkirk or Calais and 
Channel Tunnel freight shuttle services, to 
provide more than 50% of the UK’s ro-ro 
capacity.2 In normal times, in a 24-hour 

period it averages around 12,000 
inbound/outbound freight vehicles, 
around 13% of which are temperature 
controlled. Other UK port and service 
clusters are Thames, East Coast, Irish Sea 
and western Channel, with terminals then 
segmented by type and capacity. 

New research 

In order to achieve effective supply chain 
planning, and considering the fact that 
supply chains will be disrupted from Brexit 
as they were disrupted from the pandemic, 
to achieve the smoothest possible 
operation stakeholders need further 
reliable information for: 

• Each crop by source country 

• Best practice for post-harvest storage 
and shipping 

• The interfaces in EU and non-EU supply 
chain networks 

Taking UK import statistics at face value 
can be a risk. Bananas reported as 
originating in the Republic of Ireland only 
entered and ripened there; they came 
from Colombia on a service that then 
called at ports in the UK, France and 
Belgium. Trying to calculate trailer 
numbers from tonnage statistics can also 
mislead: a full 26-pallet trailer may have  
a payload of 5t or 15t. 

Therefore, covering the years from 2019 
to 2021, new independent research will 
seek to engage with a wide range of 
stakeholders, including consignors and

consignees, transport operators, other 
service providers and regulators. It will 
employ literature search, data analysis, 
online surveys, face-to-face/online 
interviews and site visits to deliver a 
holistic understanding of the UK’s inbound 
fresh produce supply chains and how  
they may be safeguarded. 

The research will call for CILT members’ 
participation, as it will bring the following 
benefits to the participating stakeholders: 

• A reliable evidence base accessed via 
links on the CILT(UK) website to provide 
trustworthy information speedily, as the 
new regulatory and operational regimes 
come into effect 

• Ongoing sharing of experience gained 
in pre- and post-Brexit environments as 
operators adapt to the shift from goods 
moving in free circulation to scenarios 
with border checks 

This recently launched research is being 
undertaken collaboratively by the  
authors, both of whom are committee 
members of the Ports, Maritime and 
Waterways Forum. 
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     Empty supermarket shelves at the start of the Covid-19 pandemic

     The sector is heavily dependent on ports and shipping


