How Brexit has reshaped the UK’s food system: challenges and consequences
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A recent perspective published in the journal Foods has brought into focus the profound impact Brexit has had on the United Kingdom’s (UK) food system, particularly in terms of food standards, security, and economic strategies. The study examines how the UK’s departure from the European Union (EU) has exposed vulnerabilities within the nation’s food supply chain, eliciting significant changes in food policy that may affect food access, public health, and national resilience.
The research highlights that ensuring access to safe, affordable, and nutritious food is fundamental for national health and is widely regarded as a human right. However, Brexit, which was formally completed in 2020, marked a turning point by severing the UK's adherence to EU food standards, thereby introducing new complexities to trade relationships and food safety regulations.
One notable example is the so-called "British pork paradox". Post-Brexit, UK pork exports to the EU are now subject to costly veterinary checks, whereas pork from the EU can enter the UK without equivalent scrutiny. This disparity places UK farmers at a disadvantage amid an already challenging trading environment. The changes have contributed to a lopsided trade dynamic that raises concerns for domestic producers.
The study, employing a structured narrative approach based on 112 diverse secondary sources—including academic journals, government documents, parliamentary records, and media reports—delivers a comprehensive analysis of the UK food system. It draws on quantitative data from authoritative bodies such as the Department for Environment, Food & Rural Affairs and the Office for National Statistics.
A key finding of the study is the shift in UK agricultural policy priorities. Farmers report increasing pressure to focus on environmental conservation goals, with one critic describing the situation as transforming farmers into "publicly paid landscape gardeners". This movement, coupled with the delinking of direct financial payments to farmers in England, stricter environmental regulations, tax uncertainties, and labour shortages particularly in horticulture, paints a challenging picture for food production in the UK.
The UK’s food self-sufficiency remains low, especially concerning fresh fruits and vegetables. Brexit-related trade agreements risk allowing the influx of cheaper, potentially lower-quality food products into the domestic market, fostering a "two-tier" food system whereby higher quality British products are exported while lower-standard alternatives saturate UK shelves.
The perspective also explores emerging economic strategies influencing the food sector, identifying rising forms of neoliberalism such as neo-developmentalism—a blend of free markets and government-led industrial growth—and eco-extractivism, which intensifies food production in select areas to free land for other uses like carbon capture initiatives or housing development. These models, the authors suggest, could prioritise economic objectives over food sovereignty and security.
The study illustrates how Brexit has realigned trade relations and reframed agricultural and food policies amidst broader shocks, including the COVID-19 pandemic, the conflict in Ukraine, and fluctuations in global markets. Although disentangling Brexit’s specific effects from these overlapping factors poses challenges, the findings underline complex, ongoing transformations in the UK’s food system.
Nutritionally, the UK scores below EU averages on dietary diversity, with 38% of adults classified as overweight—a reflection of nutritional insecurity exacerbated by increased imports of processed foods and heightened reliance on food banks. Campaigns lobbying for a legal ‘right to food’ have emerged as a response to these challenges.
In conclusion, the perspective asserts that Brexit has significantly transformed the UK’s food security landscape by disrupting established trade, altering support for farmers, and shifting food standards under evolving neoliberal frameworks. While economic growth and development objectives are currently prioritised, the authors caution that food security and quality could be compromised, potentially affecting citizens’ access to sufficient and nutritious food. The study emphasises the importance of balancing economic ambitions with ensuring sustainable food policies for the future resilience of the UK population.
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