
FREE TRADE AGREEMENTS: 
FROM AGREEMENT IN PRINCIPLE TO RATIFICATION

An ‘Agreement in Principle’ sets out the main elements of a Free Trade Agreement (FTA) 
between the UK and the other country. However, once the Agreement in Principle is reached 

there is still a lengthy process before a final, detailed deal is signed and then ratified, including 
the opportunity for Parliament to scrutinise the final deal. 
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Agreement in Principle
i.e. A symbolic agreement 

between the UK and our future 
trading partner. It sets out the 

headlines of the deal and where 
the expected “landing zone” is 

for negotiations

Negotiations continue
both countries will finalise 

the deal and agree the 
detail of legal text

“Legal scrubbing”
lawyers from both sides 

confirm legal commitments 
and ensure the wording of 
the lengthy text is legally 

watertight

Deal proceeds to ratification in both Parties’ domestic systems.

Parliamentary scrutiny process
The Department for International Trade will publish the text of the agreement, an impact 

assessment and explanatory memorandum.
Role of the TAC

The deal will be reviewed by the Trade and Agriculture Commission. 
They will provide advice to the Secretary of State in fulfilment of 

the government’s duty under Section 42 of the Agriculture Act 2020 
to produce a report explaining how the deal is consistent with 

maintaining the UK protections for animal welfare, the environment 
and the health of animals and plants. The Government’s Section 42 
Report will be provided to Parliament, the Devolved Administrations 

and to any Parliamentary Committee with an interest. 

Role of Parliamentary Committees
Relevant Select Committees will 

also review the deal and can 
produce independent reports. 

They are also expected to 
have the opportunity consider 

the advice of the Trade and 
Agriculture Commission and the 
Government’s Section 42 report. 

Constitutional Reform and Governance Act 2010 
Following the 3-month scrutiny period, the government will formally lay copies of the deal and its

Section 42 Report, in Parliament for MPs and Lords to consider for 21 days while Parliament is sitting.
MPs and Lords will have 21 sitting days to decide whether they want to oppose the deal. The government 

has said that it will allow a debate on each of the trade deals.

NB. This is the process for any new FTAs, as the NFU 
understands it, according to the CRAG 2010 and public 
statements from Department for International Trade.

Once the domestic legislation is 
in place, the international treaty 
will be ratified by both parties, 

at which point the trade deal will 
come into operation.

It is expected that primary legislation will be required to ensure international 
commitments under the treaty are compatible with domestic law. It is expected that 
this will be achieved through a single Bill. This provides an extra layer of scrutiny as 
the Bill will need to be passed by Parliament prior to ratification. Depending on the 

government's legislative timetable, this process could take many months.

If Peers debate the 
motion and the 

majority votes to 
oppose the deal, 
the government 

may nevertheless 
ignore it and move 
to ratify the deal

No motion is tabled to oppose the 
deal or a motion is tabled but doesn’t 

get a majority vote.         

MPs table a motion to oppose the deal, 
which is supported by a majority of MPs. 

The deal can no longer be blocked. 
The government is free to move any 
necessary legislation and then ratify 
the deal. It will enter into force on a 

date mutually agreed by the parties.

This would serve as a veto of the deal 
and block its ratification temporarily. 

The government would be able to 
re-table the deal, and the process in 
the Commons would recommence. In 

practice this would mean MPs may need 
to continuously block the deal every 

21 days.

The government has committed to allowing 3 months for this scrutiny process before submitting its Section 42 Report 
to Parliament, although this is not required by law.

Formal signing
The agreement 
is finalised and 
signed by both 

sides 

The government 
can start the 

process again 
and put the 
deal back to 
Parliament.  

House of Commons

House of Lords

Note – the primary legislation implementing the 
agreement could precede the CRAG process

CRAG PROCESS

PRIMARY LEGISLATION


