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FREE PORTS AND GREEN PORTS 

 

Materials are drawn from submissions to the UK government by the TUC, 
Unite and the STUC and the RMT Briefing Note of February 2021  

 
The UK Government intends to create ten free ports in 2021, seven in England and three in 
Wales, Scotland or Northern Ireland. 
 
The reputation of free ports across the world is mixed, with concerns about deregulation, 
risks of criminality, tax evasion and reductions in workers' rights raised. The TUC, STUC and 
Unite all made submissions to the 2020 consultation on Free ports. The TUC, STUC, Unite 
and the RMT have all raised concerns over free ports 
 
Trade unions and the workers they represent have not been engaged by the government in 
its free ports plans to date and there are no trade union representatives on the government’s 
Free Ports Advisory Panel. 
 
What are Free Ports? 
Free ports are specific trading zones outside domestic 
customs, taxation, safety and other regulations. They 
are essentially trading areas or zones with a separate 
legal status to the country in which they are 
geographically based. The Government are promoting 
them as part of their “levelling up” strategy and that 
they will create jobs and boost the economy. 
 
The TUC, STUC, Unite and RMT all raise a lack of 
evidence to support the Government's claim that free 
ports result in new investment and new jobs.  
 
Rather, it is existing investment and jobs that may 
relocate into such zones to the detriment of other 
regions. Similar “free zones” have been used in the 
past to deregulate and drive down workers rights, 
security of employment, conditions and pay. An 
industrial strategy and political approach is needed to 
make sure this cannot happen wherever free ports are 
established. Any benefits to employers must come with full protections for workers with 
secure work, decent pay and full union rights. 
 
Green Ports 
The Scottish government unveiled its plans to adapt the proposals for the establishment of 
free ports. Scottish ministers said the "new model of green ports" would be focused on 
inclusive growth, fair work practices and delivering a net zero economy. Ivan McKee states 
“so that it meets our ambition to deliver a net zero, wellbeing economy that upholds the 



highest standards of environmental protections and fair work practices and supports our 
strategy of building clusters of high productivity businesses across Scotland's regions.” 
 
This has brought them into conflict with the Westminster Government. The breakdown in 
talks means the Scottish Government will now go it alone to progress plans to develop its 
own green port model.  
 
Under the UK government’s proposals, two Scottish free ports would be granted tax relief of 
up to £120m over five years, with capital allowances, employers’ national insurance 
contributions and customs benefits exempt from tax. However, Scottish Secretary Alister 
Jack has stated that if Scotland were to develop its green port plan alone, the Scottish 
Government would only have enough funding for one site and tax rules would leave it at a 
competitive disadvantage. 
 
The TUC, STUC, Unite and RMT have all come to similar conclusions regarding free/green 
ports. The main concerns are: 

a. Attacks on workers rights, pay, terms and conditions 
b. No real job creation only job re-location 
c. Reducing/diluting Health and Safety, environmental and food regulations 
d. Tax avoidance/evasion 

 
The TUC final statement sums this up. “We believe the evidence of previous ‘free trade 
zones’ on which the government’s free ports proposals are based is that they undermine 
workers’ rights, displace good jobs and investment, increase the risk of tax evasion and 
place new pressures on regional and local infrastructure rather than supporting a strong 
economy that helps to deliver decent jobs and livelihoods for everyone.”  
 
The trade union movement must take this head on. Here in Scotland we must utilise the 
STUC’s own submission on free ports to ensure that the Scottish Government includes the 
trade unions in its own plans and puts workers rights at the heart of any Green Port they 
introduce. They must: 
 

a. Guarantee all workers are protected by existing employment law 

b. All workers are protected by collective agreements and trade unions have full access 
to workers  

c. Ensure no-one is employed on a zero hours contract or has a bogus self-employed 
status 

d. Ensure strong regulation to ensure free ports cannot hide illegal activity, including tax 
avoidance and evasion 

e. Not be used to circumvent the UK’s existing standards on health and safety, food and 
the environment. 

 
Tam Kirby 

 

TUC submission to free port consultation https://www.tuc.org.uk/sites/default/files/2020-
07/DIT%20Freeports%20consultation%20TUC%20response%20final.pdf 

STUC submission to free port consultation 
https://stuc.org.uk/files/Policy/Consultations/2020consultations/Freeports.pdf 

Unite the Union submission to free port consultation https://www.politicshome.com/ugc-
1/1/4/0/unite_submission_to_freeports_consul.pdf 

RMT, Free Ports Briefing Note, February 2021 

 

https://www.tuc.org.uk/sites/default/files/2020-07/DIT%20Freeports%20consultation%20TUC%20response%20final.pdf
https://www.tuc.org.uk/sites/default/files/2020-07/DIT%20Freeports%20consultation%20TUC%20response%20final.pdf
https://stuc.org.uk/files/Policy/Consultations/2020consultations/Freeports.pdf
https://www.politicshome.com/ugc-1/1/4/0/unite_submission_to_freeports_consul.pdf
https://www.politicshome.com/ugc-1/1/4/0/unite_submission_to_freeports_consul.pdf

