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British Car Making And Exporting Post Brexit 
  

by Adrian Phillips 
  

 It is not often that a modern media outlet draws a blank in the search for a 
vox pop opinion required for an item, but BBC’s Business Today suffered 
just such a fate in the wake of the Brexit referendum last year. A reporter 
was despatched to Sunderland to garner reactions to the vote to leave the 
EU. In a number of ways Sunderland was seen as a bellwether  
constituency in the vote, not least because it was one of the very first to 
announce the result. More important, the presence of Nissan’s factory 
there made a key indicator of whether self-interest would trump  
principles. Nissan had come to Sunderland in 1986 with the expectation 
that it would provide an unsinkable aircraft carrier inside the EU from 
which to sell into the European market unrestricted by tariffs or the like. It 
is now by a large measure the largest car plant in the UK. It was the first 
step in the recovery of car-making in the UK from a low point of fewer 
than 1m units produced in the early 1980s to 1.7m by the early noughties. 
  
 The huge inward investment was the first and very spectacular illustration 
of how Britain could benefit from the single market. With the disappearance of mining and ship-building 
the area was otherwise       condemned to terminal stagnation. If the people of Sunderland voted to leave it 
would be an egregious   example of turkeys voting for Christmas. But not a soul could the poor journo find 
who was now wringing his or her hands in regret and despair. Instead those interviewed proudly asserted 
that Nissan would never dare insult the people of Sunderland who had served it so well by reducing its 
commitment. 

 Nissan did not, of course, close the plant          immediately and the government made as yet   undisclosed 
promises to shield it from the rigours of Brexit. It is a fair guess that the government took similar steps 
with Honda and Toyota in      respect of their UK 
plants. Nissan showed its thanks in the shape of an 
announcement that the successors to its   current 
Qashqai and X-Trail models will be built at Sun-
derland. The             assignment of new models is 
the key determinant of the future of any car plant. 
All was well; Britain could thrive after Brexit. The 
single market had never been more than smoke 
and mirrors in the face of genuine market forces 
and Britain was strong where it mattered. 
  
 So much for the front pages of the newspapers 
but what of their business pages? Here the trade 
body for Britain’s motor industry gave us a hint 
that things might not be quite so simple a few 
weeks ago.  
Investment spending by its members had plummeted to a mere £322m in the first half of 2017, compared 
to £1.66bn in 2016, itself well down on £2.5bn the year before. The people, who make the real decisions 
rather than those that feed the headlines, know that there is no upside for them in Brexit and much at risk. 
The slump in Sterling on the vote was great enough to offset even stiffish import duties into the EU and a 
boost to short-term profits but offers no guarantees for the future.  
  
 The decision makers sit in Tokyo, Yokohama and Mumbai and could possibly be quite vague as to what a 
CBE actually is, still less trim their plans to protect their chances of garnering one. They owe no allegiance 
to Britain, pre- or post-Brexit, and will never be denounced as traitors by those British newspapers  
specialized in the task. They or their underlings will naturally lobby the British government to protect their 
investments in the UK but this will only be one of the forces acting on the negotiations. 
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 The brutal question of what the UK can offer to the EU in these negotiations has rather been skirted round. 
Proclaiming publicly that Britain is weak rather limits the future of the speaker in any political or media 
environment, but that is not to say that it might not be true. One thing that Europe does not need from  
Britain is cars. There is still large over-capacity in the industry. Many would indeed positively welcome 
measures that would curb supply from Britain most notably the French and the Italians. Renault and PSA 
must compete with British based assemblers across Europe but they hold only a tenth of the UK market. 
The sacrifice of market share in the UK would be a small price to pay for greater competitivity in  
post-Brexit EU. The same applies to Fiat whose European brands hold a mere 3.5% odd of the UK market. 
 
The national car industry with most to lose from a hard Brexit is Germany’s. Its assemblers hold 30% of the 
British market by volume and more by value given the predominance of premium brands. Indeed access to 
the British car market is one of the few highish cards that Britain’s Brexit negotiators hold. Through Mini 
BMW is also a significant exporter from the UK. The catch is that only one EU country can benefit  
seriously. 
  
 A large slice of Britain’s post-Brexit future will be driven by another round in the long struggle between 
Berlin and Paris (aided and abetted by Rome). The vote to leave took a chunk of Britain’s industrial future 
even further beyond the direct influence of Westminster and Whitehall. Astute diplomacy by Britain might 
exploit this cleavage but first the will to do so must be present. Before the doubtless immense benefits of 
Brexit can be harvested, the British economy will have to adapt to the sacrifices required. 
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