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EU Exit: Impact Statement  

 

The UK Registrars Group (UKRG) is a non-profit association set up in 1979 which provides a forum for exchanging ideas 

and expertise between registrars, collection managers and other museum professionals. Based on a workshop held at 

the UKRG AGM on 7 October 2016, our members have identified the key areas of registrarial work which are tied into 

European Union (EU) policy and legislation and are likely to have a significant impact once the UK is no longer a 

member state of the EU if they are not addressed. Contributors include individual and corporate members. 

Please address any queries to the Chair, Kathy Richmond, in the first instance: krichmond@museumoflondon.org.uk  

 

Introduction 

 

Registrars are involved in the legal, ethical and logistical care of collections. We are therefore in a good position to help 

identify the possible impact of the EU exit on activities within the cultural heritage sector such as lending and borrowing 

cultural property (art, artefacts and other cultural goods) for exhibitions and touring exhibitions, long-term lending and 

borrowing, acquisition and disposal, and the impact on human resources (as we also organise the movement of 

specialist object couriers).The following are identified as priority areas of concern:  

 

1. Laws and Standards 

2. Systems (Customs Clearance, VAT and Import/Export Licensing and CITES) 

3. People 

This document acts as the foundation of UKRG’s stance on the potential impact of leaving the EU on registrarial activities 

pertaining to the movement of cultural property to and from EU countries. We have noted what may change, how we 

currently operate and how we would like to operate in the future. This working document will be used to inform our 

position on new policy and legislation between the UK and the EU relating to cultural property. 

 

1. Laws and standards 

 

There are many laws and standards that are drawn from EU legislation that relate to cultural property. One major 

concern is that in an industry that is already experiencing cuts, and with the current available information about what a 

possible EU exit would entail, it may not be possible to identify all the areas affected within the timescale available. We 

are mindful that there will be many other parties with concerns regarding legislation, or those that seek to use this as an 

opportunity to amend the laws, some of whom may be seeking changes which are at odds with the aims of museums 

and galleries, for example commercial galleries or auction houses. 
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Key questions and concerns: 

 

• The sharing of culture as a principle (in practical terms - collections mobility) between member states of the EU 

is specifically provided for under Act 167 of the Treaty of Lisbon (Treaty on the Functioning of the European 

Union, TFEU). The terms on which the UK negotiates its departure from the EU could effectively remove the UK 

from the European loan circuit as it currently exists. As the benefits of collections mobility are not only academic 

and social, but are also economic and political, this stands to have a serious, wide-reaching and negative 

impact. 

• UK law is known for being transparent - the simplicity making it appealing to buyers and keeping the UK art 

market strong. It will be important to maintain this reputation.  

• The UK is currently subject to the EU Directive 2014/60/EU on the return of cultural objects unlawfully removed 

from the territory of a member state. This obliges member states to return cultural property  found to have been 

unlawfully removed, and adds extra protection for UK lenders loaning to the EU as this includes the return of 

loans at the end of their agreed loan period. 

• What will happen to loans which are already in place? Touring exhibitions and long-term loans which are 

dispatched between the UK and EU could be affected by changes to legislation and import/export systems 

(explored further in section 2 below).Will those that have already been loaned need to be imported back under 

different laws to those that they went out under? 

• How long would the law be in limbo when agents and galleries are planning exhibitions or planning to lend 

abroad?  

• Would lending and borrowing costs to/from the UK go up? Will this make us less attractive as exhibition 

partners, borrowers or lenders? 

• If export/import requirements are more onerous and there are likely to be road transport delays (via Eurotunnel / 

Ferry). Will there be an increase in airfreight shipments? Will this have a negative effect on the environment, 

and will it increase the resources needed to achieve lending? 

• How will the EU exit affect the guarantees we are able to give to lenders, and those we seek from borrowers (for 

example immunity from seizure legislation, spoliation and our commitments to combat illicit trade in antiquities)? 

• How will intellectual property rights such as copyright be affected?  

• Will artists’ resale rights be affected, and could this have an impact on the art market? 

• Could the UK have free ports? 

• When offering immunity from seizure to lenders, this may be seen to have been strengthened by an EU exit as 

cultural property under protection may currently be seized under a provision giving effect to an EU law 

obligation or any international treaty
1
 therefore an EU exit would lessen exceptions to anti-seizure. 

• We would not be restricted by EU laws or standards such as packing, framework agreements, insurance, which 

can be unduly onerous. The British Standards Institute (BSI) will no longer need to adopt packing and transport 

standards put together by the European Committee for Standardization (CEN), which has previously be a 

requirement even though the UK voted against. 

  

 

 

 

                                                
1
 Tribunals, Courts and Enforcements Act, 2007  



 

3

 

UKRG’s position on laws and standards: 

 

There are many laws and standards which could be affected by an EU exit, and we need to seek ways to minimise their 

affect upon cultural property. Whilst there may be opportunities to improve some legislation and potentially reduce 

bureaucracy in some areas, there are also some very real risks. In order to protect cultural property (both that which is 

coming to the UK and belonging to the UK whilst it is on loan within Europe), it is imperative that existing protections 

against illicit trade and unlawful import and export, are all maintained as well as our ability to seek (and gain) restitution 

of  cultural property. Moreover, if the EU exit terms mean leaving the single market, it will be imperative to seek ways to 

maintain flexibility for the movement of cultural property otherwise the impact on museums and galleries will effectively 

restrict UK public access to artefacts on loan from Europe, and our ability to promote UK heritage within Europe. 

 

2. Systems (Customs Clearance, VAT and Import/Export Licensing and CITES) 

 
The movement of cultural property is managed within current systems that afford some flexibility within the EU. This is 

essential for museums and galleries as they are often managing vulnerable and fragile cultural property where there is a 

time-critical element to their transit. A common thread of concern throughout our assessment of these systems is that 

any loss of flexibility brought about by the EU Exit is likely to impact museums and galleries hard as they have limited 

funds and resources. This section deals in turn with specific provision for customs clearance, VAT and duty, 

Import/Export licensing and CITES licensing and the ways in which each might be impacted. 

2.1  Customs  

 

We currently benefit from certain freedoms as a member state of the EU which enable us to move cultural goods which 

are in free circulation within Europe without customs processing and costs. If this were to change, and a system of 

customs clearance were a requirement for entry/exit between the UK and Europe, this would have a significant impact. 

Key questions and concerns: 

 

• Would we need transit guarantees for road trips through Europe? If so this would result in: 

o Increased transit fees 

o More work in processing customs documentation, and a slower service as a result of increased 

checking of documents. Current wait time at customs is an hour minimum. More goods to clear 

customs could mean much longer waiting time.  

o Potential secondary impact on customs processing departments. If these are not adequately 

staffed with systems in place to cope with increased volume, waiting times (and therefore costs) 

could increase further. 

o Increased risk of damage to  objects if the waiting time is significant and their safety cannot be 

guaranteed (artefacts which are vulnerable may be withdrawn from loan programmes if risks in 

transit cannot be   

• All this is likely to increase costs and risk for borrowers (both for lending institutions within the UK, and for 

international partners borrowing from us), which could ultimately reduce our ability to borrow key exhibits 

(or to lend them). 
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UKRG’s position: 

 

We would recommend a system which enables the current freedoms to be maintained, either by staying in the single 

market, or by petitioning for circulation of cultural artefacts on loan to stay the same (be exempt from customs duty). 

2.2 VAT and Duty 

 

Currently VAT is not paid for exhibition goods but 5% is paid on acquisitions for non-EU works of art.  If in the future this 

applies to all works from the EU, VAT would need to be paid for them to be in free circulation/home use resulting in a 

severe impact on budgets and an increased administrative burden. The Museums and Galleries Relief administered by 

the National Import Reliefs Unit (NIRU), which allows museums to import goods from outside the EU without paying duty 

and VAT, is provided for by European Union legislation, so under the proposed "repeal act" could cease to operate upon 

exiting the EU.  

 

Key questions and concerns: 

• Having NIRU relief saves a good deal of administrative time for registrars and transport agents and, most 

importantly, saves a good deal of money for the public purse as it prevents the need to pay VAT on temporary 

imports. Without this relief, the only option for temporary imports would be obtaining bank guarantees, which 

would put a large financial risk on museums which many may find simply too high and ultimately make 

exhibitions unfeasible. 

• If temporary imports from the EU become liable for VAT under EU exit (possible if this involves leaving the 

Single Market) then this would involve further cost and administrative time for registrars and transport agents. 

• Museums putting on international exhibitions need to inform themselves and all stakeholder departments of how 

NIRU works and bond options, should the NIRU system change. 

 

UKRG’s position: 

 

It is of paramount importance that the government puts in place some form of museums and galleries relief along the 

lines of the current situation before the EU exit happens, to prevent a period of uncertainty. Most other countries outside 

EU have a form of Museums and Galleries Relief, as the UK did before we entered the Common Market. 

2.3 Export licensing 

 

Both the Open General Export Licence (OGEL) and Open Individual Export Licence (OIEL) for cultural goods are types 

of licence issued by the Arts Council
2
  for intra-EU dispatch, and offer a system which is more flexible and tailored to an 

exporter’s needs. OIELs allow a named exporter to export multiple shipments of specific goods to specific countries, 

subject to meeting detailed terms and conditions. This allows Museums to export certain items and do not normally 

require consignees or end-users to be named up-front, except in a small number of cases. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
2
 In the case of OIELs, these would be issued by ECO if sought to cover strategic goods or firearms. 
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Key questions and concerns: 

 

• If the OIEL ceases to exist, this will have a huge impact on the process of lending, increasing time and costs 

involved. Every qualifying loan to a venue outside the UK will require an export licence.
3
 

• Only the UK threshold would be applicable. 

• Permanent and temporary licences outside of these schemes probably won’t be affected. 

• The application process would benefit from being streamlined and digitised for any new system. This could help 

ease the pressure on applicants and on those working at customs. 

UKRG’s position: 

 

We would recommend that any new system replicates the ability to export without the need for individual licences under 

certain thresholds. This could be an opportunity to build a more flexible system of exporting cultural property under 

licence worldwide, without needing to apply for a licence for each object. If there is an increase in licensing requirements 

as a result of the EU exit, this is likely to have a wide-reaching negative impact on resources. For example if there is a 

requirement for submission of import and export declarations for every shipment in and out of the UK, this will have a 

severe impact on our ability to lend and borrow (one National institution reported that 70% of the gallery's shipments are 

EU based).  

2.4 CITES licensing 

 

CITES (the Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Fauna and Flora) is an international 

agreement between governments. Its aim is to ensure that international trade in specimens of wild animals and plants 

does not threaten their survival. This is an international framework to which states (countries) voluntarily agree. Once 

adopted, it is legally binding but a legal framework is put in place by each country individually. When exporting and 

importing objects we need to apply for a CITES licence (or licences) from each country of transit to accompany items 

which are made of listed (endangered species) material. Each licence is obtained at the object level and enables items to 

travel freely without risk of being impounded. Currently, CITES licences are not required for transit within the EU.  

 

Key questions and concerns: 

 

• When we exit the EU, we will need to extend our current system to the EU, and EU countries will need to 

impose their system upon us.  

• It is generally recognised that CITES applications can be frustrating as they managed in different ways by each 

country. Each country has its own system of legislation and requirements for import and export, so when 

considering an acquisition, loan or touring exhibition it is crucial for institutions to be aware of any complexities 

in the origin and destination country that may impact on the logistics and costs.  

• Where we already use this system outside the EU, some countries have known issues with waiting times where 

CITES is managed by a department with multiple priorities.  

• The workload impact upon DEFRA (who manage our CITES licences currently) needs to be accounted for. The 

increased need for licences will also add to the workload and costs of organising shipping agents, and registrars 

/ exhibition projects.  

                                                
3
 Where there is no OIEL, individual export licences are only required when the object exceeds the age threshold (mostly 50 years 

plus) and the value threshold according to the category of object. 
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• Travelling licences do exist, but their use is not widespread so this could be an opportunity to improve the way 

this operates across the board, and even look to developing an open licence to allow certain bodies to record 

and ship CITES objects without the need to obtain individual licences. 

UKRG’s position: 

 

It would be beneficial to explore the possibility of some kind of agreement with the EU countries that our CITES systems 

be as streamlined as possible, for the benefit of all parties. If licences will be required for all CITES containing objects, 

could Museums and Galleries be permitted an open licence, with annual reporting, and could this be an opportunity to 

improve the current system for countries outside the EU?  

 

UKRG’s position on Systems (Customs Clearance, VAT and Import/Export Licensing and CITES): 

 

Those systems currently in place to facilitate the movement of cultural property which are closely interwoven with our 

status as an EU member state need to be reviewed at an early stage to ensure that we can continue to lend, borrow, and 

acquire cultural property both after the EU exit and during any period of uncertainty whilst negotiations take place. If we 

leave the single market and all these systems are adversely affected (in that there is an increased requirement for 

licensing and costs, whether in the form of payment or guarantees) then the ability of museums and galleries to lend and 

borrow cultural property (and to acquire it) will be severely impacted upon. 

3. People 

Our members are very concerned about the potential loss of specialist staff (or access to those staff) where they are 

non-UK residents, as we have many specialists who are from countries across the EU. We are also concerned about the 

movement of people who accompany cultural goods, whether that be the truck drivers transporting artefacts or art 

handlers, conservators, registrars and curators (who are often needed in transit or for installation at an EU venue where 

the work is complicated or fragile).  

 

Key questions and concerns: 

 

• Loss of key specialist staff due to disillusionment with UK or not feeling welcome, resulting in a loss of skills, 

knowledge and expertise across the sector 

• Recruitment of specialist staff – there is a risk of not being able to recruit the best specialist staff from across the 

EU, unless there is a reasonable mechanism for permits/leave to remain etc. 

• Removal of EHIC card which entitles UK citizens to free or reduced-cost health treatment in other EU countries
4
 

(means travel insurers may include an additional  premium in future if couriers/staff travelling are taken ill in EU) 

resulting in increased costs for couriers which will passed onto borrowing organisations. 

• Will there need to be visas for incoming and outgoing couriers? Will this cost increase budgets? Will this take 

longer to organise and put time pressure on already tight schedules? 

• How will this affect last minute changes? If a named courier is unable to travel freely within the EU, will the 

potential visa be able to be handed over to another or will the process begin again? 

• Will this affect the length of trips? How will this affect journeys across the border?  

• Will this affect training to be a courier? There is often a stepping stone aspect of training, will this be changed? 

• Would UK drivers need working visas when leaving the UK? Would foreign drivers need visas to enter the UK? 

                                                
4
 The EHIC also covers EEA countries (Iceland, Liechtenstein, Norway) as well as Switzerland. 
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UKRG’s position on people: 

 

We would recommend that there is a flexible system for the movement of people that allows us to welcome couriers from 

within the EU, and to have the ability to send our staff to locations within the EU without lengthy and costly VISA 

processing. If the movement of people is restricted, then not only will it become much more onerous for museums and 

galleries to organise (and achieve) the movement of cultural property, but the likely impact is that this will vastly increase 

costs for many publicly funded institutions.  

 

Summary 

 

The key questions and concerns outlined within this document highlight that there are some very real risks for UK 

museums and galleries that an EU exit could severely restrict our ability to maintain the level of lending, borrowing and 

acquiring of artefacts previously enjoyed by the UK public. Many of these factors outlined as they relate to laws and 

standards, systems and people, are interrelated. Costs, funding and planning resources are all likely to be negatively 

affected by each of the areas of impact outlined unless these are addressed and action is taken. The major concern of 

UKRG members with regard to resources is that the likely scenario is that costs will go up and funding will go down. If 

systems are not introduced (or maintained) for aspects of regulation and licensing currently based in EU law, then this 

could have a severe and limiting impact on the movement of cultural property.  The result will have a detrimental effect 

on the UK public (reduced exhibitions), as well as the public purse (many institutions may struggle to absorb costs and 

resource requirements).  

 

We hope that UK government will consider the movement of cultural property (and the corresponding movement of 

collections specialists concerned with its care) when assessing the EU exit and take appropriate action to lessen the 

impact on UK museums and galleries, for the benefit of the UK public, by addressing the areas of concern raised here. 
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Appendix i: A selection of members’ concerns, in their own voices 

 

• Free movement of objects could cease due to an increase in bureaucracy, especially for multi-venue loans 

• How will extra costs be passed on? 

• How much will we have to (re)learn as institutions, and what will the impact be on training? 

• Is there enough administrative capacity/processing space and customs and other places that are involved in 

processing imports/exports? 

• More staff time will be needed across the board – from the lender, the borrower, the transport agent, and 

customs staff. 

• What will be the impact on income generation at National institutions in terms of blockbuster exhibitions – these 

could become increasingly costly to put on/tour, reducing return on investment. 

• EU was about economic efficiency – will this be a return to economic inefficiency? 

• The soft power of culture is important to the UK.  Where will we stand now? 

• Museums are likely to be low on the list of priorities when it comes to making sure that goods and people can 

enter and leave the country. 

• How will we bring together our lobbying power? 

• What will the impact be on visitors from the EU (many of whom we rely on as museum and gallery visitors)? 

• Would businesses in the EU be put off from working with us?  

 


