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Britain is angling to be an offshore haven—not for corporations or wealthy tax dodgers, but
for animals. While much of the Brexit debate centered on sovereignty, trade, and
immigration, the U.K. is now staking its newfound autonomy on a quieter but morally potent
frontier: animal welfare.

Earlier this year, Prime Minister Keir Starmer made headlines by proposing alignment with EU
agricultural and food standards—an effort to stabilize trade with Britain’s largest economic
partner. But buried beneath the diplomatic choreography is a revealing request: the U.K.
wants an exemption. Not to deregulate, but to preserve the stricter animal welfare standards
it has adopted since leaving the European Union.

This is not the kind of deregulation Brexit skeptics feared. In fact, it’s the inverse—a case
where Britain wants to go further than the EU, and stay there.

A Compassionate Brexit?

Since Brexit, Britain has quietly redefined itself as a more ethically conscious actor in the
realm of animal protection. The government has banned the export of live animals for
slaughter—still legal in the EU—citing the “unnecessary stress” caused to the animals. It has
moved to protect sand eels and sea birds from EU fishing fleets. There are even rumblings
about legislating foie gras off menus altogether.

These are not simply gestures of sentimentality. They are policy decisions with teeth—and
trade implications. Brussels, wary of regulatory divergence that could disrupt the single
market, traditionally demands tight alignment on Sanitary and Phytosanitary (SPS) standards.
The U.K. now wants to sign a new SPS agreement that includes carve-outs—among them, a
permanent exception for higher animal welfare.

It’s not without precedent. Switzerland enjoys similar leeway in its SPS deal with the EU,
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allowing it to maintain superior protections for animals. Why shouldn’t Britain aspire to do the
same?

A Political Insurance Policy

Beyond the technicalities of trade law, this carve-out also offers political cover. So far,
Starmer’s “reset” with Brussels has avoided major flare-ups, even among hardline Brexiteers.
But animal welfare is a cultural pressure point in Britain. Any hint of regressing on
protections—especially if perceived as bowing to Brussels—would invite public backlash.

The image of Starmer, who once bought his mother a field to care for rescue donkeys, rolling
back animal rights to satisfy Eurocrats is one he likely wishes to avoid. As Edie Bowles of the
Animal Law Foundation put it, animal welfare was one of the few Brexit promises the public
genuinely supported. To retreat on this front would be politically tone-deaf.

The Ethics of Trade

The challenge now is twofold. First, the U.K. must ensure it does not allow imports from
countries with lower standards, thereby undermining domestic protections. Second, it must
hold itself to the high bar it claims to set. Critics already point to recent setbacks, such as
loosening rules around the handling of chickens—practices currently banned in the EU.

A race to the bottom is still possible, but so is a race to the top. The opportunity before
Britain and the EU is to collaborate in raising welfare standards, not simply avoiding
divergence. This, more than any tariff or quota, could define the moral character of post-
Brexit trade.
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Not Just Lip Service

The desire to lead on animal welfare is not a cynical play for public approval—it reflects a
genuine value held by a broad swath of the British electorate. It also presents a chance for
the U.K. to show that sovereignty can be exercised with conscience, not just convenience.

Animal welfare may seem like a niche concern in the high-stakes world of international trade.
But it is precisely in these “smaller” policy arenas that Brexit’s real meaning will be forged.
Will the U.K. use its autonomy to enrich or to exploit? To isolate or to inspire?

In standing firm for its animal welfare standards, Britain is making a quiet but profound
statement: not all deviations from Europe are regressive. Some, in fact, might just be
humane.


