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If the UK starts making its own trade deals, 
parliament will have no say in starting, negotiating, 
amending or signing them. MPs are only asked to 
ratify the deal at the very last moment, and the 
process is a formality that does not enable MPs 
to outright reject a deal. This is the only control 
that parliament currently has over trade deals, 
including any future trade deal with the EU.

The people have no voice either. There is no 
mechanism for open public consultation on 
trade deals and the potential for public debate is 
hampered by secrecy.

Trade has a profound effect on almost all aspects 
of daily life - from health, to jobs, to education, to 
the environment and climate, to ending poverty 
and inequality. This makes trade rules everybody’s 
business.

If we are to see trade work for people and not just 
big business, we have to ensure that the way deals 
are struck and policy is agreed is open, honest and 
democratic.

What is the problem?
There is no accountability or democratic control 
over the UK’s trade policy. At the moment, MPs in 
the UK parliament cannot actually stop a trade 
deal. The public have no say on the trade deals 
being done – on what deals, who with, or what 
should be in them. The devolved administrations 
in Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland have no 
input, even though trade deals affect areas of 
public policy that are devolved to them. 

Much was made during the Brexit referendum 
campaign of the ability of the UK to make its own 
trade deals if it was outside of the EU. This was 
part of the ‘take back control’ message of the 
Leave campaign. The lack of accountability of the 
European Commission to public concerns over the 
proposed EU-US trade deal, TTIP, and the similar 
deal with Canada, CETA was a major problem. 
However if we leave the EU with our current 
parliamentary rules on trade deals in place, we will 
be left with even less of a say. 

Theresa May meets Indian prime minister Narendra Modi. A post-Brexit trade deal with India could threaten many 
people’s access to affordable medicine.
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The lack of parliamentary accountability is 
particularly striking in the current situation where 
the government has no outright majority.

We need to change this before the UK starts 
signing its own deals, outside of the EU.

Why is this important?
Trade has a profound effect on almost all aspects 
of daily life. From health, to jobs, to education, to 
the environment and climate, to ending poverty 
and inequality, trade rules nowadays are written 
to specify what is possible. This makes them 
everybody’s business.

For instance, current and proposed trade rules:

 • set increased privatisation as an aim of policy 
and lock this in

 • require judgment of standards and regulations 
according to how much effort and cost it takes 
corporations to comply with them, over and 
above whether they help achieve goals such as 
fire safety, good health or decent education

 • prevent governments discriminating between 
dirty fossil fuels and clean renewable energy

 • give special rights to foreign corporations 
through ‘corporate courts’ outside of the 
national legal system

The highest profile trade deal on the cards is the 
negotiation to resolve the UK’s future trading 
relationship with the EU. But this is only the start.

The UK’s Department of International Trade is 
already planning to roll over all the EU’s existing 
trade deals. What’s more, it has set up at least 
ten working groups with fifteen countries to start 
preparing for new trade deals. The deals being 
debated could pose many threats not only to 
people in the UK but around the world.

For instance on health:

 • A deal with the US could result in more of the NHS 
being sold off to US health services corporations. 
US senators have already said they hope the NHS 
could be opened up.1 

 • A deal with India could undermine access 
to affordable medicines for people in many 
developing countries. India is known as the 
‘pharmacy of the developing world’ because 
it produces safe, cheap generic equivalents of 
expensive branded medicines. A trade deal 
could impose new restrictions, making it too 
costly to produce the generic medicines and 

making medicines unaffordable for many who 
desperately need them.

These sorts of impacts are vitally important to 
people’s lives and are exactly why democratic 
accountability is so important. If we are to see 
trade work for people and not just big business, we 
have to ensure that the way deals are struck and 
policy is agreed is open, honest and democratic.

What happens at the moment?

Parliament
At the moment, if the UK starts making its own 
trade deals, parliament will have no say in starting, 
negotiating, amending or signing them. MPs are 
only asked to ratify (give formal consent to) the 
deal at the very last moment. 

The process for ratifying is a formality that does not 
allow MPs to outright reject a deal. The most they 
can do is repeatedly delay ratification.

Trade deals are ratified under the Constitutional 
Reform and Governance Act 2010.2 The trade deal 
must be presented to or ‘laid before’ parliament 
by the government for 21 working days. There is no 
requirement for a debate or vote, and if no motion 
objecting to the deal has been raised within the 
21 days, then the deal is ratified. As a result, a 
trade deal with far-reaching effects on policy and 
lawmaking can be rubberstamped without any 
scrutiny by parliament whatsoever.

If a motion objecting to the trade deal is raised 
and passed by the House of Commons,3 then the 
government can make a statement explaining why 
they consider that the trade deal should still go 
ahead despite the Commons’ objection, and the 
21 days begins again. If another motion against 
the trade deal is passed, then this process can be 
repeated indefinitely until either the government or 
parliament gives up. 

This is the only control that parliament currently has 
over trade deals, including any future trade deal 
with the EU. 

In addition, since the creation in 2016 of the 
new Department of International Trade, a 
corresponding select committee, the International 
Trade Committee, has been set up in parliament. 
The role of the committee however is to examine 
the spending, policies and administration of 
the department itself. Although it may look at 
trade deals as part of this, it has no formal role in 
negotiations.



Public
Given the broad scope and impact of trade policy, 
people have a right to know about it, and be part 
of shaping it. This should not be a concession - 
trade policy would actually be improved by robust 
debate and contributions from a broad range 
of people and organisations with knowledge, 
expertise and experience.

Yet at present there is no mechanism for open 
public consultation on trade deals and the 
potential for public debate is hampered by 
secrecy. The government has refused to give 
information about its trade negotiations in 
response to parliamentary questions4 and to 
freedom of information requests, including from 
Global Justice Now.5  

What would a democratic 
approach to trade policy look 
like?
Firstly, there needs to be consultation and 
accountability in the initial decisions about 
embarking on trade negotiations. There should 
be wide public consultation about the possibility 
of doing a trade deal with a country or group of 
countries. This should be informed by independent, 
jargon-free assessments of the likely impact of a 
deal on vital things such as jobs, the environment, 
rights and climate.

It is essential to actively promote consultation, 
debate and engagement with community groups, 
trade unions and other public interest groups. The 
lobbying resources available to large businesses 
means that their voices are easily heard and far 
too often privileged.

Based upon the consultation, if the decision 
is to go ahead, a set of instructions should be 
developed for the negotiators – a mandate. 
This mandate should be developed, debated 
and voted upon by parliament. Our elected 
representatives must have the power to decide 
what is included in a trade deal and whether it 
should go ahead.

Then throughout the negotiating process, 
parliament must be able to monitor and guide the 
process – including being able to stop it if it is going 
wrong. 

This requires transparency. A nation’s trade policy 
is not a secret, and the desire to make trade easier 
between two countries or trading blocs is not 
more important than, for example, negotiations 
on tackling climate change. The latest negotiating 
texts should be made public before and after 
each negotiating round. 

It is also important for transparency to 
communicate about trade policy in everyday 
language. Using obscure jargon helps to keep 
people divorced from trade policy and can 
disguise the real impacts of decisions being made.

At the end of negotiations, there must be full 
parliamentary debate and a vote before signing 
and ratifying a deal. 

For comparison, a piece of domestic legislation 
goes through at least ten stages of scrutiny, 
amendment, debate and vote, split between the 
Houses of Commons and Lords.6  Given how much 
trade deals nowadays have moved into issues 
otherwise controlled by domestic legislation, it is 
reasonable that they should also be accountable 
to democratic scrutiny.

A Vienna protest against the EU-Canada trade deal CETA. The European movement against TTIP and CETA has put the 
problems of trade deals on the public agenda.
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Take action To find out how you can help tackle corporate power and become part of a 
movement for real change visit globaljustice.org.uk or call 020 7820 4900.

1 Jim Waterson, Republican senators hope trade 
deal will open up the NHS to Amercian companies 
Buzzfeed, 27/1/17 https://www.buzzfeed.com/
jimwaterson/republican-senators-hope-trade-deal-
will-open-up-the-nhs-to 

2 Constitutional Reform and Governance Act 2010. 
www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2010/25/part/2

3 If the House of Lords votes against a deal, the 
government can ratify the trade deal anyway, 
although it must provide an explanation.

4 For instance, Trade agreements: Australia: 
Written question – 65178, 22 Feb 2017, www.
parliament.uk/business/publications/written-
questions-answers-statements/written-question/
Commons/2017-02-22/65178/

5 Dept of International Trade, Response to freedom of 
information request from Global Justice Now. 5 June 
2017

6 For an overview of the process for domestic 
legislation, see Houses of Parliament, Passage of a bill, 
www.parliament.uk/about/how/laws/passage-bill/

Throughout this process, the Scottish parliament 
and Welsh and Northern Ireland assemblies also 
need to be able to debate and vote on the deal. 
The impact of trade deals is felt throughout the UK, 
and affects devolved issues.

What are we calling for?
In the Queen’s Speech in June 2017, the 
government announced plans to introduce a 
Trade Bill to shape the UK’s independent trade 
policy when it leaves the EU. Once approved by 
parliament, the bill would become law.

We are calling for five things in the Trade Bill which 
would make the trade process democratic and 
accountable to the public:

 • The right of parliament to set a thorough 
mandate to govern each trade negotiation, with 
a remit for the devolved administrations

 • The right of the public to be consulted as part of 
setting that mandate

 • Full transparency in negotiations

 • The right of parliament to amend and to reject 
trade deals, with full debates and scrutiny 
guaranteed and a remit for the devolved 
administrations

 • The right of parliament to review trade deals and 
withdraw from them in a timely manner

What can you do?
We need to act now, if we are to have any 
democratic control and accountability over UK 
trade policy by the time the UK leaves the EU. 
Unfortunately many people, including many MPs, 
are not aware of how little democracy there is.

1. Collect signatures on our petition for 
trade democracy. You can do this online at: 
globaljustice.org.uk/tradescrutiny  
or with action postcards which can be ordered at: 
globaljustice.org.uk/tradepostcards

2. Contact your MP, MSP, AM or MLA to raise your 
concerns about the lack of democratic control 
over trade policy. Ask them to support the five 
points we are calling for.

3. Hold a stall or a public event to let people know 
about the dangers of trade policy and need for 
more democratic control. You can find resources 
with ideas and tips to help with stalls and events at: 
globaljustice.org.uk/activist-resources 

4. Use this briefing to write a letter or short article for 
your local newspaper, blog or other media. There 
are also resources to help with this at:  
globaljustice.org.uk/activist-resources 

5. Make sure you are following Global Justice Now 
on Facebook and Twitter and check our website 
for the latest campaign actions.

Global Justice Now campaigns for a world where resources are controlled by 
the many, not the few. With thousands of members around the UK, we work in 
solidarity with global social movements to fight inequality and injustice.
Global Justice Now, 66 Offley Road, London SW9 0LS   
t: 020 7820 4900  e: offleyroad@globaljustice.org.uk  w: globaljustice.org.uk


