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Britain Opens Review of Tax-Free
Entry for Low-Value Imports

Officials say ending the £135 exemption could raise compliance

costs, tighten parcel oversight and reshape online sales into Britain
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The British government has opened a consultation on changing customs rules for low-
value imports, including a proposal to remove the current £135 exemption that lets

goods below that threshold enter the country without import VAT and duty.

The proposal was published by HM Revenue & Customs and presented to Parliament by
the Chancellor of the Exchequer in July. The consultation focuses on tighter customs
controls for low-value shipments, a part of cross-border trade that has grown with

online shopping and direct-to-consumer sales.

Under the current system, imported goods valued at less than £135 can enter the
United Kingdom free of import VAT and customs duty. HMRC said ending that
exemption would “level the playing field” for British traders and businesses. The
government also said the change would improve safety and security by giving

authorities better visibility over goods entering the country.

The document signals a broader shift in how Britain wants to monitor small parcels
arriving from overseas. In practice, removing the exemption could mean more imported
items are subject to tax and customs processes that do not apply today. That would
affect foreign sellers shipping directly to British consumers, online marketplaces
handling low-cost orders and logistics operators moving large volumes of small

packages.

For importers and retailers, the proposal points to higher compliance demands as well
as possible changes in pricing. If adopted, businesses may need to provide more
customs data, adjust payment systems and review how they classify and declare goods
sent into the British market. Those changes could add administrative costs even for

relatively inexpensive products.

The move matters beyond general retail because many beverage companies now rely
on cross-border e-commerce to reach consumers, collectors and specialty buyers. Wine
merchants, craft spirits producers and other drinks sellers that ship smaller orders into
Britain could face a more complex model for online sales if low-value imports lose their
current treatment. Depending on how final rules are written, added tax collection,
customs paperwork and compliance checks could raise costs, slow delivery times or

feed through into shelf prices for some imported bottles and mixed cases sold online.



That potential impact may be especially relevant for niche beverage categories where
margins are already tight and shipments often involve small quantities with high
handling costs. Importers of premium wine, limited-release whiskey or specialty beer
frequently depend on direct shipping or parcel networks rather than large wholesale
consignments. A stricter customs regime for low-value imports could therefore reshape
parts of that trade, even if the effect varies by product type, order size and route to

market.

The government framed the consultation as both an economic and enforcement
measure. By removing a tax advantage on lower-priced imported goods, ministers are
seeking to reduce what domestic businesses see as an uneven competitive
environment. At the same time, officials argue that fuller reporting on incoming parcels
would strengthen border oversight at a time when authorities are under pressure to

track goods more closely.

No final decision has yet been announced. The publication sets out proposals for
consultation rather than immediate legal change, meaning businesses that depend on
low-value imports still face a period of uncertainty while the government gathers
responses and considers next steps. For sectors tied closely to international parcel
trade, including beverages sold online from abroad into the United Kingdom, the
consultation is an early sign that customs friction may increase if ministers proceed

with reform.



