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Summary 
The key principles for the automotive sector, with regards regulations and withdrawal from the EU, are to 
provide certainty, minimise disruption and maintain market access through the avoidance of non-tariff 
barriers (NTBs). UK automotive is an export-led industry and has complex supply chains that are fully 
integrated with the EU. It is critical, therefore, that access to the EU market takes priority over domestic 
regulatory flexibility. Any divergence, through differing or uneven regulations, has the potential to distort 
competitiveness, and therefore impact market access, and should be avoided. 
 
The automotive industry is highly integrated and needs to comply with a large number of legal requirements 
throughout its complex global supply chain, with REACH, the Registration, Evaluation, Authorisation and 
Restriction of Chemicals Regulation, being one of the more challenging - further detail on REACH and its 
impact on automotive operations can be found in the Annexes of this document. The UK’s decision to leave 
the EU, therefore, raises the issue of how chemicals will be regulated in the UK in the future. SMMT supports 
a withdrawal scenario in which EU REACH continues to apply in full to UK industry, as the introduction of 
new and potential conflicting chemicals management legislation will have significant negative impacts on the 
UK automotive sector, including increased costs and supply chain interruption.  
 
In summary industry calls for: 

 Full application of EU REACH in the UK 
o supporting UK competitiveness and the avoidance of NTBs 
o avoiding added complexity and duplication of effort 
o economic rationale, both from UK government and industry perspective 

 UK’s participation in ECHA activities, with an ability to shape standards  

 Early certainty for the future of chemicals regulation post withdrawal 
 

UK automotive position 
The SMMT supports a post-withdrawal scenario in which EU REACH continues to apply in full to UK 
industry, with the UK authorities also continuing to participate fully in the activities of the European 
Chemicals Agency (ECHA).  
 
Post-withdrawal, UK companies exporting to the EU must remain compliant with REACH regardless of the 
legislation in place in the UK. Therefore, full alignment is the option that best follows SMMT’s principles of 
providing certainty, minimising disruption and maintaining market access. At a minimum, it is critical that the 
UK follows decisions on substance evaluations and subsequent authorisations or restrictions with the EU 
and that REACH guidance documents are made applicable in the UK, ensuring that the interpretation and 
implementation of the Regulations is consistent. This will ensure continued regulatory alignment, avoiding 
divergence, which would effectively be a barrier to trade. 
 
It is also important that the UK seek continued participation in the activities of ECHA. Any approach that 
simply attempts to mirror the EU’s decisions on authorisations and restrictions without any UK technical input 
would disadvantage both the EU and the UK due to the UK’s technical expertise. 
 
It is critical to note that if a workable agreement on how the UK chemicals regime will function is not reached 
in time for withdrawal, UK supply chains risk significant disruption. Furthermore, lack of clarity on post-
withdrawal legislative arrangements could discourage suppliers from complying with the REACH 2018 
registration deadline, which would cause significant disruption for industry. It is therefore critical that 
government clarifies its position and intentions regarding chemicals regulation as soon as possible. 
 

 



 

 

 

 

Impact of the UK's withdrawal from EU REACH 
At present, UK government’s intention is to domesticate REACH and other related EU chemical legislation 
via the EU (Withdrawal) Bill process, replicating the REACH requirements and infrastructure within UK law.  
It is this scenario that is addressed in the following paragraphs, with industry raising three key challenges: 
divergence, duplication and practicality. To note, the Environmental Audit Committee report, “The Future of 
Chemicals Regulations after the EU Referendum”1 is instructional in its detail of the challenges and costs in 
domesticating REACH into UK law.  
 
Divergence 
Any regulatory divergence between the UK and the EU on product regulation, such as REACH, will create 
NTBs and harm market access. If the UK develops and implements a national chemicals infrastructure, in 
place of REACH, the avoidance of divergence with the EU will be hugely challenging. Significant resources 
will need to be expended by both government and industry in order for the UK to both maintain the current 
high standards of environmental, safety protection achieved in the EU and to ensure alignment as standards 
evolve in the EU. 
 
Duplication 
As noted above, full alignment on chemicals regulation with the EU is critical, however, achieving this 
through replicating the EU framework at a national level will cause unnecessary and burdensome duplication 
of activity for companies complying with the regulation. A separate UK chemicals infrastructure would likely 
result in suppliers needing to register and authorise substances twice, once in the EU and once in the UK, 
significantly increasing the cost and administrative burden. It is also probable that substances already 
registered under REACH by UK companies (over 5000 including imports from non-EU countries) would likely 
no longer be recognised within the EU. In addition, UK companies acting as Only Representatives2 will be 
obliged to relocate or lose their business if UK leaves the EEC.  
 
Practicality 
The economic impact of potential regulatory divergence and duplication of effort for industry are considerable 
and can be avoided through continued UK application and participation in EU REACH. Additionally, the 
economic impact on the UK of the development of an equivalent national chemicals infrastructure would be 
considerable. 
 
If the UK were to replicate at least the registration, evaluation and authorisation requirements of REACH, it 
would have to develop and implement an equivalent body to ECHA with its related infrastructure and 
resource. REACH substance evaluations, authorisations and restriction of substances of very high concern 
(SVHCs) are recognised in producing extremely high workloads for ECHA and Member States. It therefore 
follows that on its own the UK would be faced with a significant burden, effectively taking on duplication of 
the workload previously shared between 28 Member States. It is also unclear whether the UK would be able 
to bring together the necessary skills and infrastructure to replicate this activity at a national level in the short 
timeframe available.  
 
The nature of the UK’s devolution settlements present another challenge. The devolved administrations 
would be required to agree a common approach to the regulatory environment that applies equally across all 
UK countries, as variations would result in unnecessary complexity and confusion for cross border supply 
chains. An inability to be consistent would also result in significant delays where devolved administrations 
insist on having the ability to review and agree a REACH recast, when in reality they are unlikely to have all 
of the technical expertise required to make this feasible.  
 
The UK has great scientific expertise, which is highly regarded across the EU. However, the scale that will be 
required to replicate the EU activity must not be underestimated. REACH is highly technical, multi-faceted 
and has proven to be highly resource intensive. Whilst UK-REACH would just focus on the UK, in practice, 

                                                      
1 https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201617/cmselect/cmenvaud/912/912.pdf  
2 non-EEA suppliers appoint an Only Representative in the EEA which takes on the importer responsibilities, instead of each of their 
customers duplicating the importer role. 

https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201617/cmselect/cmenvaud/912/912.pdf


 

 

 

 

the UK will be using a very similar range of substances to other EU countries. The workload will therefore be 
similar at a UK level to that of the whole EU. 
 
Conclusion 
The only regulatory option that avoids disruption, potential divergence and minimises cost is for the UK to 
continue to apply and participate in EU REACH. At a minimum, it is essential that the UK follow decisions on 
substance evaluations and subsequent authorisations or restrictions to avoid supply chain disruption and 
potential barriers to trade. 
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Annex 1 

Background 
The Registration, Evaluation, Authorisation and Restriction of Chemicals (REACH) Regulation (EC 
1907/2006) came into force in June 2007, and aims to reduce the risk from chemicals to humans and the 
environment and encourages the substitution of substances of very high concern. The Regulation affects 
manufacturers and suppliers in the automotive industry and companies in other industry sectors. Importers 
and manufacturers are obliged to submit safety data on more than 30,000 substances used in everyday 
products such as cars, textiles, electronics, paints, packaging, mobile phones or toys. REACH also requires 
chemicals manufactured in or imported into the EU in quantities reaching 1 tonne or more per year to be 
registered by 31 May 2018.  Enforcement of REACH is largely a Member State responsibility.  

mailto:mbomba@smmt.co.uk


 

 

 

 

Annex 2- Impact of REACH on the automotive operations 
 

Background 

 

Interconnectedness between UK and EU supply chain  

The automotive sector in the EU is highly integrated. Complex supply chains 

cross the continent and ensure that automotive manufacture is both efficient 

and internationally competitive. In addition, all major manufacturers operate a 

“just-in-time” production model. This means that components and raw materials 

are only held on site for a limited amount of time, with many being taken 

straight to the production line as soon as they arrive.  

 

Chemicals used to treat and manufacture engineered components and 

assemblies are used for a variety of applications throughout the UK supply 

chain and underpin automotive vehicle manufacture.  As with all other elements 

of the manufacturing process, it is critical that chemicals (and components that 

contain chemicals) arrive at manufacturing plants precisely when they are 

required. Any delay to the movement of chemicals to and from the UK and the 

EU will undoubtedly disrupt supply chains, delay production and undermine 

competitiveness.  

 

Currently all chemicals produced and used within the EU must be registered 

with the ECHA. There are about 13,000 chemical substance that are in use in 

industrial automotive applications which have been or are in the process of 

being registered with ECHA (by May 2018 deadline3) to enable their legitimate 

use in the EU. The automotive industry is heavily reliant on actors up the 

supply chain (based in the UK and other EU countries) to fulfil its obligation to 

ensure that vehicles placed on the market are legally compliant. In most cases, 

vehicle manufacturers are unable to establish where the given substance (process chemical or used in 

components) was registered (UK or non-UK).  

 

Automotive OEM's have limited visibility down their supply chains, including registrations, so Tier 1 suppliers 

are the critical link for material / chemical information. This raises significant challenges for downstream 

manufacturers in the event of any alteration to the current legal framework. There is a real risk that a failure 

to agree a deal regarding the ongoing registration of chemicals and their movement across borders will have 

a significant and damaging effect on manufacturing in the UK as well as the rest of the EU.  

 

Legal compliance – No deal scenario  

In the event of a no deal Brexit, substances used in the UK automotive supply chain would fall into one of the 

following scenarios: 

 

                                                      
3 3rd REACH registration deadline for existing chemicals passes on 31 May 2018. This deadline concerns companies that manufacture 
or import substances in low volumes, between 1-100 tonnes a year. https://echa.europa.eu/press/press-material/pr-for-reach-2018 
2 OR- Only Representative- A European based entity representing companies based outside the EEA, taking over the tasks and 
responsibilities of importers for complying with REACH. 

Materials used in 

automotive 
Raw materials for parts 

- Metals 

- Plastics 

- Natural Rubber 

- Glass 

- Carbon fibre 

- Leather 

- Cotton 

- Glass Fibre 

- Composite and hybrid materials 

Coating technologies 

Oils/Lubricants 

Adhesives 

Car care products 

- Polish 

- Shampoo 

- Wheel cleaner 

Branded goods 

Packaging 
 

An example of part’s chemical 

composition: 

Inner Sheet, Windscreen Glass: 

-    Silicon Dioxide 

-    Calcium oxide 

-    Di Sodium oxide 

-    Magnesium Oxide 

-    Aluminium Oxide 

 

https://echa.europa.eu/press/press-material/pr-for-reach-2018


 

 

 

 

Current Scenario Post-Brexit Consequences - no deal  

Produced and registered by UK 

based manufacturer 

The suppliers would have to set up OR2 in EU and re-register 

the substance to be able to supply the EU market.  

The registration might remain valid in the UK or might need to 

be redone, depending on the UK approach.  

Produced and registered by EU 

based manufacturer 

The registration would remain valid for suppling to the EU 

market.  

The supplier would most likely need to set up OR in the UK 

and re-register the substance.  

Imported and registered by non-

EU company based manufacturer 

via OR based in UK 

The manufacturer would need to transfer the registration to a 

EU based OR to be able to supply to the EU.  

The registration might remain valid for the UK market, 

depending on the UK approach.  

Imported and registered by non-

EU company based manufacturer 

via OR based in EU 

The registration would remain valid for the EU market, 

however, another OR would most likely need to be established 

in UK to re-register substances for the UK use.  

UK based vehicle OEM acts a 

distributor of aftermarket chemical 

products, carrying their brand 

labels; the OEM purchases the 

chemical products only from UK-

based entities and therefore has 

no registration duties; some of the 

products are distributed to EU 

customers (dealerships). 

The vehicle OEM would have to set up an OR in the EU, and 

register any substances imported into the UK at > 1 tonne per 

year; this would necessitate collecting 100% composition data 

for the products, and tracking imports into the UK by aggregate 

volume of each substance. 

UK-based vehicle OEM acts a 

distributor of aftermarket chemical 

products carrying their brand 

labels; some of the products are 

sent to an EU distribution centre 

also owned by the same OEM. 

The vehicle OEM’s EU distribution centre would have to 

register any substances imported into the EU at > 1 tonne per 

year; this would necessitate collecting 100% composition data 

for the products, and tracking imports into the UK by aggregate 

volume of each substance. 

UK-based vehicle OEM sells 

vehicles to dealerships in the EU; 

the vehicles as shipped to the EU 

are each filled with several litres 

of screenwash; the OEM has no 

registration duties for the 

screenwash. 

The vehicle OEM would have to set up an OR in the EU, and 

register any screenwash substances imported into the UK at > 

1 tonne per year (since this is a mixture containing substances 

with intentional release); this would necessitate collecting 

100% composition data for the screenwash, and tracking 

imports into the EU by aggregate volume of each substance. 

 

It needs to be noted, UK based entities can only start setting up an OR after the day UK leaves the EU, as 

only third countries are entitled to do it. The scenarios listed above, make it clear that if no deal is agreed on 

the day of Brexit, vehicles produced by UK based companies will not be compliant with either the EU or UK 

legislation, therefore OEMs would be unable to place them on either of those markets.  


