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UK Sanctions Policy Implications

Executive Summary
1) This submission is provided by the Royal United Services Institute.  The authors are 

the Director of RUSI’s Centre for Financial Crime and Security Studies and Deputy 
Director of RUSI’s Proliferation and Nuclear Policy Team, who together run a 
programme at the Institute that considers the design and implementation of sanctions 
programmes.

2) As the Committee acknowledges in its inquiry announcement, there is a wide range of 
issues to consider relating to the implications of the vote to leave the EU.  This 
submission focuses on the implications of this decision for the UK’s strategic 
orientation and global posture as it relates to:

a. The future use of sanctions by the UK and the architecture the UK will need to 
develop in order to design and implement sanctions on a stand-alone basis

b. The impact the UK’s departure from the EU will have on EU sanctions policy
c. The likely effectiveness and influence of UK sanctions policy on the UK’s 

future global role
3) In summary, the authors provide the following observations…

a. As the world’s largest exporter of manufactured goods and services, the 
biggest export market for around 80 countries, and the global leader for 
both inbound and outbound international investments,1 the EU has been 
able to make a considerable contribution to the successful application of 
sanctions programmes as evidenced by the bloc’s role in the deal agreed 
with Iran.

b. The UK has, typically, been a robust advocate for the use of sanctions (for 
example against Russian aggression in Ukraine) within the EU, 
encouraging the EU to use its significant economic heft to help compel 
behavioural change.  

c. Whilst the UK may enjoy greater freedom to design sanctions 
independent of the views of EU members after exiting the Union, absent 
close coordination with the EU, the effectiveness of UK-applied economic 
restrictions will be diminished outside the EU.

d. As the Iran case has shown, sanctions are most effective when they are 
designed collaboratively and applied in concert with multilateral political 
support. After Brexit, the UK’s ability to engage in influential and 
effective political dialogue alongside the application of financial sanctions 
will inevitably be weakened without a seat at the table in Brussels.

e. Sanctions alone are rarely the key to successfully influencing behavioural 
change and outside the EU, the UK will be less integrated into many of 
the dialogue and intervention mechanisms that typically accompany the 
application of sanctions (although it must be noted that the UK’s role 
within NATO and the UN Security Council will blunt this challenge to 
some degree).

1 EU Position in World Trade, http://ec.europa.eu/trade/policy/eu-position-in-world-trade/index_en.htm 

http://ec.europa.eu/trade/policy/eu-position-in-world-trade/index_en.htm


f. The UK’s ability to design sanctions that vary to any significant degree 
from those imposed by the EU will be limited if the UK does not want 
such variances to risk being exploited by those subject to EU sanction, for 
example creating fissures in international relations or gaining access to 
EU markets and services via the UK (the UK may of course take a 
stronger stance than the EU thus mitigating this risk entirely).

g. The informal role the UK has played as a bridge between the US and EU 
policymakers charged with sanctions design and implementation has been 
valuable to all.  Brexit will diminish the value the UK can contribute in 
this role with a likely commensurate impact on the transatlantic 
coordination of sanctions policy.

4) …and recommendations
a. Although HMT has recently established its Office of Financial Sanctions 

Implementation (OFSI), it will need to expand its current remit and focus 
and develop considerable additional sanctions capabilities to fill gaps left 
by Brexit.

b. The UK will need to consider how to translate EU-mandated sanctions 
(both those based on UN designations as well as EU unilateral decisions 
such as those against Russia) into standalone UK national law given they 
will no longer be given effect via the UK’s position as subject to EU law.

c. The significant role played by the UK as one of the leading global 
financial centres means that financial sanctions imposed unilaterally by 
the UK will still carry significant weight but will likely add complication 
for financial institutions seeking to comply with what may be divergent 
sanctions policies of the EU and the UK (as is already the case with 
discrepancies between EU and US sanctions – c.f. Iran).  Developing more 
effective engagement with the financial sector should be a key HMG 
priority to ensure sanctions’ design and implementation are effective 
without being unduly disruptive. This is yet another reason why 
appropriate resources should be allocated to facilitate the work of OFSI.

d. A range of technical considerations will need to be addressed to ensure 
that those in the private sector monitoring for sanctions compliance can 
draw on lists and tools that reflect the UK’s position outside the EU, and 
addresses legacy sanctions regimes that were put in place during the UK’s 
membership of the EU.

e. To boost its influence and replace the loss of leverage provided via 
membership of the EU, the UK should consider greater sanctions-related 
engagement with other multi-lateral bodies such as the OECD and G20 
which may provide the UK with a platform for exerting greater sanctions 
influence.

f. As with matters such as trade negotiation, HMG will need to relearn skills 
and capabilities that have in recent decades been outsourced to Brussels 
in order to ensure that UK designed sanctions are legally appropriate and 
effective.  This will require further hiring of appropriately qualified staff 
to support policymakers and implementation staff in OFSI and other 
relevant HMG departments



5) Whilst the ultimate shape of the UK’s approach to the design and implementation of 
sanctions will depend on the eventual Brexit deal agreed between the UK and the EU, 
and the UK will still remain subject to the requirements of non-EU multilateral bodies 
such as the United Nations, the OECD and the Financial Action Task Force, it seems 
undoubtedly the case that a sanctions policy that has until now benefited from 
the heft and bureaucracy of the EU will necessarily become more onerous to 
operate and less impactful on the global stage once the UK formally leaves the 
EU

The Current UK Sanctions Architecture
6) The UK currently imposes sanctions based on the decisions of two primary bodies, 

the implementation of which is governed by EU regulation:
a. The United Nations Security Council, at which the UK holds a permanent seat.  

This will not change as a result of Brexit
b. The European Union, either as a supplement to UN imposed sanctions (such 

as in the case of Iran, North Korea and Libya) or on a standalone basis where 
sanctions are not imposed by the UN (most often as a result of a veto, or likely 
veto, by one of the permanent five members2 such as in the case of Russia, 
Myanmar and Syria)

7) The UK may also impose certain, limited sanctions on a unilateral basis, most notably 
related to the freezing of terrorists’ assets under the Terrorist Asset-Freezing etc. Act 
of 20103

8) According to HMG, the most frequently applied measures are:
a. embargoes on exporting or supplying arms and associated technical assistance, 

training and financing
b. a ban on exporting equipment that might be used for internal repression
c. financial sanctions on individuals in government, government bodies and 

associated companies, or terrorist groups and individuals associated with those 
groups

d. travel bans on named individuals
e. bans on imports of raw materials or goods from the sanctions target

9) The Foreign & Commonwealth Office has overall responsibility for the UK’s policy 
on sanctions and embargoes.

10) Once designed and agreed by the relevant body, various government departments are 
responsible for implementing different elements of sanctions’ policy, subject to their 
relevant competency (UK Border Agency for travel bans; HMT’s Office of Financial 
Sanctions Implementation for financial sanctions, etc.)

Post-Brexit Challenges
Practical
11) Outside the EU, the UK will need to establish the necessary policy development and 

sanctions design architecture for which it has relied substantially upon the EU until 
now

2 The permanent five members of the UN Security Council are the United Kingdom, China, Russia, France and 
the United States.
3 The Terrorist Asset-Freezing etc. Act 2010, 
http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2010/38/pdfs/ukpga_20100038_en.pdf 

http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2010/38/pdfs/ukpga_20100038_en.pdf


12) It will also need to provide capacity in the legal system to make available legal 
remedies sought in sanctions cases that would previously have been heard at the 
European level

13) As with matters such as trade negotiation, HMG will need to relearn skills and 
capabilities that have in recent decades been outsourced to Brussels, in order to ensure 
that UK designed sanctions are legally appropriate and effective.

14) Whilst the UK has to date been an important voice in the design of EU sanctions, it 
will now have to design sanctions on a unilateral basis whilst simultaneously seeking 
to influence the design of EU sanctions policy (for effectiveness and to avoid undue 
damage to UK national economic interests) from the outside.

15) In March 2016, HMT launched the Office of Financial Sanctions Implementation, a 
body charged with providing ‘a high-quality service to the private sector [and] 
working closely with law enforcement to help ensure that financial sanctions are 
properly understood, implemented and enforced’ with the aim of ensuring that 
‘financial sanctions make the fullest possible contributions to the UK’s foreign policy 
and national security goals and help maintain the integrity of and confidence in the 
UK financial services sector.’4  Clearly, outside the EU, meeting these objectives will 
be considerably more challenging and will require a significant increase in resourcing 
to replace the current areas in which the UK relies on Brussels.

16) Whilst UN mandated sanctions will remain in force following Brexit, any sanctions 
imposed unilaterally by the EU or as supplements to UN Security Council sanctions 
would need to be considered as they would no longer be in force in the UK under the 
country’s obligations to the EU.

17) Practical lessons as to the design and implementation of sanctions policy may be 
drawn from other nations in the EU near-abroad including:

a. Switzerland: The Confederation may enact compulsory measures in order to 
implement sanctions that have been ordered by the UN, by the OSCE or by 
Switzerland's most significant trading partners (which is assumed to include 
the EU) and which serve to secure compliance with international law, and in 
particular the respect of human rights

b. Norway: neither EU nor UN regulations or resolutions have direct effect and 
must therefore be enacted via domestic legislation.  Under international law, 
UN Security Council resolutions must be implemented.  Since the passing of 
the Sanksjonslova in 2001, Norway can (as it most usually does) also 
implement EU autonomous sanctions via the necessary legislation.  It should 
be noted that in the case of EU sanctions on Russia, there was considerable 
debate about the country implementing sanctions over which it had no design 
control and which had not taken account of Norwegian interests.  It should 
also be noted that Norway was criticised in its 2014 Financial Action Task 
Force mutual evaluation report5 for the delays taken in transposing sanctions 
designations into local law.  It was also criticised for its lack of supervision of 
implementation

4 https://www.gov.uk/government/news/new-body-to-support-financial-sanctions-implementation-launched 
5 Based at the OECD in Paris, the Financial Action Task Force is the global standard-setter for anti-money 
laundering and counter-terror finance.  Every 7-8 years, members undergo a so-called mutual evaluation during 
which they are assessed for compliance with FATF’s 40 Recommendations which includes the timely 
implementation of sanctions.  The UK will face its evaluation in late 2017

https://www.gov.uk/government/news/new-body-to-support-financial-sanctions-implementation-launched


18) What won’t change is that the UK will remain subject to sanctions decisions made at 
the United Nations, however such decisions, currently implemented in the UK via an 
EU Council decision under the Common Foreign and Security Policy and the 
subsequent adoption of a regulation, will need to be directly implemented by the UK.  
It is also the case that the EU does little in the way of monitoring of sanctions 
implementation as this is typically undertaken at a national level.  This will likely 
continue as is currently the case, augmented by the recent standing up of HMT’s 
Office of Financial Sanctions Implementation

UK’s Role in the World
19) The UK has been a consistently robust contributor to EU sanctions policy, limiting the 

desire of certain nations to dilute sanctions regimes in order to protect national 
economic interests.  Following Brexit, the UK will lose this position of influence 
leading, most likely, to a weaker stance by the EU, the world’s largest exporter of 
manufactured goods and services, the biggest export market for around 80 countries, 
and the global leader for both inbound and outbound international investments6

20) The UK will need to devote significant effort and resources to exerting influence on 
EU sanctions policy from the outside.  To boost and broaden its influence and 
supplement the loss of leverage provided via membership of the EU, the UK should 
consider greater sanctions-related engagement with other multi-lateral bodies such as 
the OECD and G20 which may provide the UK with a platform for exerting greater 
sanctions influence

Challenges for the EU
21) As noted above, the UK has been a robust contributor to the EU’s sanctions policy.  

Whilst some may welcome the departure of ‘difficult Brits’ from the negotiation 
table, the loss of the UK and the key elements of sanctions policy influence it brings 
to bear (in particular as Europe’s most influential financial centre and its position as a 
leading global military and economic power) upon which EU sanctions policymakers 
can draw, may reduce the impact that EU sanctions will have in the future

Actions and Recommendations
22) Having only recently stood up OFSI within HMT, HMG will need to considerably 

expand its remit and capabilities to become a full-service sanctions agency, in 
partnership with the FCO (lead on most strands of sanctions policy development) and 
other relevant HMG departments, to fill the gaps left by the loss of access to the EU’s 
sanctions design infrastructure, as well as related to legal oversight and response to 
challenge (currently undertaken within the EU via the European Court of Justice) of 
the use of sanctions. HMG should consider revisiting OFSI’s remit and resources to 
make it a more full-service entity.

23) The UK should explore how it can complement its efforts to lobby Brussels post-
Brexit, with initiatives that seek to boost its influence with other multilateral bodies 
such as the OECD and G20. 

24) The UK will need to consider how to translate EU-mandated sanctions (both those 
supplementing UN designations as well as EU unilateral decisions such as those 

6 EU Position in World Trade, http://ec.europa.eu/trade/policy/eu-position-in-world-trade/index_en.htm 
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against Russia) into standalone UK national law given they will no longer be given 
effect via the UK’s position as subject to EU law.

25) The significant role played by the UK as one of the leading global financial centres 
means that financial sanctions imposed unilaterally by the UK will still carry weight 
but will likely add complication for financial institutions seeking to comply with what 
may be divergent sanctions policies of the EU and the UK (as is already the case with 
discrepancies between EU and US sanctions – c.f. Iran).  Developing more effective 
engagement with the financial sector should be a key HMG priority to ensure 
sanctions’ design and implementation are effective, without being unduly disruptive.

26) Furthermore, a range of technical considerations will need to be addressed to ensure 
that those in the private sector monitoring for sanctions compliance can draw on lists 
and tools that reflect the UK’s position outside the EU and addresses legacy sanctions 
regimes that were put in place during the UK’s membership of the EU.

27) As with matters such as trade negotiation, HMG will need to relearn skills and 
capabilities that have in recent decades been outsourced to Brussels in order to ensure 
that UK designed sanctions are legally appropriate and effective.  This will require 
further hiring of appropriately qualified staff to support policymakers and 
implementation staff in OFSI and other relevant HMG departments  
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7 For further details about RUSI, please see: https://www.rusi.org/about/ 
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