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Editorial purpose 
Engineering Steel Insight interprets changes in steel policy, supply and markets through the eyes of the 
businesses that buy, quote, machine and certify engineering steel. Its intended readership extends from a six-
person subcontract machine shop to major defence, energy and heavy-engineering organisations. The 
language is therefore deliberately accessible, while the evidence and commercial questions are intended to 
remain useful at every scale. 

EDITOR'S NOTE 

The question behind every section 

What does this mean for a precision, repeat or machine engineering business trying to quote confidently, 
secure the correct material and remain globally competitive? 

 

Executive summary 

QUICK INSIGHT IN 30 SECONDS 

What changed? The previous UK steel safeguard expired on 30 June 2026. A new UK steel trade measure 
began on 1 July, with overall tariff-free quota volumes cut by 51% and a 50% duty on 
relevant out-of-quota imports. 

Why it matters For users of engineering steel, the effect will not be uniform. It depends on the exact 
commodity code, product category, origin, quota availability, timing and the ability of the 
supply chain to substitute material without compromising grade, route, certification or 
delivery. 

Key takeaway Do not treat “steel tariffs” as one market-wide price event. Treat them as a product-and-
origin risk that must be checked against the material actually required. 

 

The policy objective is clear: protect domestic steelmaking from the effects of persistent global overcapacity 
and strengthen capability that government considers important to national infrastructure and defence. The 
commercial challenge is equally clear: many downstream engineering businesses rely on imported steel 
grades, sizes or routes that may not be available domestically in the quantity, timing or specification required. 

For an engineering company, the immediate issue is not simply whether a tariff exists. It is whether the 
required material falls within scope; whether tariff-free quota remains when the consignment clears 
customs; whether a supplier has secured stock or exposure in advance; and how any additional cost or delay 
flows into a quotation, production plan or long-term contract. 

This chapter examines the policy background, explains how the quota mechanism works, distinguishes 
the most relevant product categories and translates the policy into practical questions for engineering 
directors, procurement managers, estimators and owner-managers. 
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Five points to understand first 

1. The new measure is not simply an extension of the old safeguard. The former 25% additional safeguard 
duty ended on 30 June 2026; the new measure began on 1 July with a 50% out-of-quota duty. 

2. Overall tariff-free quota volumes have been reduced by 51%, but exposure varies by product category and 
country allocation. 

3. Quotas are administered quarterly and generally on a first-come, first-served basis through HMRC. 

4. Categories 12A and 12B cover alloy and non-alloy merchant bars and light sections respectively. Category 
17 covers specified angles, shapes and sections; it should not be treated as a general description of all 
engineering bar. 

5. The commercial impact can appear before a quota is exhausted, because suppliers price risk, freight, 
replacement cost and uncertainty—not only duty already paid. 
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1. Why were steel safeguard 
measures introduced? 

QUICK INSIGHT IN 30 SECONDS 

What changed? Steel safeguards were introduced after trade restrictions in major markets increased the 
risk that displaced steel would be redirected into other countries. 

Why it matters A surge of low-priced imports can protect buyers in the short term but weaken domestic 
production, investment and resilience. The policy attempts to balance access to 
imports with protection from sudden or damaging volume shifts. 

Key takeaway Safeguards are designed around the health of the producing sector. Engineering users 
must separately test whether the resulting quota is sufficient for the grades and forms 
they actually consume. 

 

The modern safeguard story begins in 2018. The United States imposed additional tariffs on steel imports, 
increasing concern that steel excluded from the US market would be redirected elsewhere. The European 
Union introduced safeguard measures to reduce the risk of a sudden import surge. When the United Kingdom 
left the EU, it carried forward measures for selected steel product categories. 

The underlying structural issue is global overcapacity: the world has more capacity to make steel than the 
market can absorb at sustainable prices. The UK Government states that the gap between global capacity 
and demand is expected to reach 721 million metric tonnes by 2027. It also reports that UK crude-steel 
production has fallen by more than half over the past decade. These figures explain why policy is framed 
around resilience, critical infrastructure and defence rather than price alone. 

ENGINEERING INSIGHT 

Protection at the mill gate can create pressure further downstream 

A measure can strengthen domestic primary production while increasing cost or reducing choice for a 
downstream manufacturer. Both statements can be true. The relevant test is whether UK supply can 
meet the required grade, size, condition, certification, volume and lead time—not whether “steel” is 
made in the UK in general. 
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Historical context: from EU safeguard to the 2026 measure 

Date Policy stage Why it matters 

2018 EU safeguard introduced 
Responded to the risk of steel being diverted from the 
US market after US tariffs. 

2021 UK measure adopted after Brexit 
The UK continued tariff-rate quotas for selected 
product categories. 

2024–25 Measure adjusted and reviewed 
Quota operation and product coverage were revised 
while the statutory expiry approached. 

30 Jun 2026 Former safeguard expired 
The 25% additional safeguard duty and old quotas 
ceased. 

1 Jul 2026 
New UK steel trade measure 
began 

Overall quota volumes reduced by 51%; relevant out-of-
quota imports became subject to a 50% duty. 

2026–27 First operating year 
Engineering users will see how quickly category and 
origin quotas are utilised and where substitution 
pressure develops. 

 

 
Figure 1. From the EU safeguard to the UK steel trade measure. 

Source: Department for Business and Trade; UK Parliament. 

A useful warning from the former regime: HMRC recorded the Türkiye allocation for Category 12B as 
exhausted on 1 May 2026, Category 17 as critical on 8 May and the EU allocation for Category 12B as critical 
on 8 June. These notices relate to the expired safeguard, not the new measure, but they demonstrate why 
annual headline volumes can conceal a late-quarter clearance risk. 

2. What changed on 1 July 2026? 



HIGH PEAK STEELS  /  ENGINEERING STEEL INSIGHT 

Engineering Steel Insight  |  6 

QUICK INSIGHT IN 30 SECONDS 

What changed? The old safeguard ended and a new trade measure replaced it. The headline changes are 
smaller tariff-free quotas and a higher out-of-quota duty. 

Why it matters A supplier importing a covered product after quota has been used may face a duty equal 
to 50% of the customs value before other import duties. That exposure can change the 
economics of a shipment immediately. 

Key takeaway Ask for the commodity code, origin, quota order number and import basis behind any 
statement that material is “inside quota”. 

 

The Government announced the new measure on 19 March 2026 and brought it into force on 1 July. It applies 
to 20 product categories and is implemented using powers under the Taxation (Cross-border Trade) Act 2018, 
as amended. 

The Government’s published position is that the measure covers imported products that can also be made in 
the UK. Its stated policy aim is to preserve production linked to critical national infrastructure, defence and 
wider industrial resilience. The measure also reflects a more protectionist international environment: when 
one major market restricts imports, the risk of trade diversion into other open markets increases. 

Previous arrangement and new arrangement 

Feature To 30 June 2026 From 1 July 2026 

Out-of-quota charge 25% additional safeguard duty 50% third-country duty for in-
scope goods 

Overall quota volume Higher aggregate quota base Reduced by 51% overall versus 
the former safeguard 

Quota periods Quarterly Quarterly: Jul–Sep, Oct–Dec, 
Jan–Mar, Apr–Jun 

Administration HMRC; first come, first served HMRC; first come, first served, 
with category/origin order 
numbers 

Unused quota Rules were tightened for 2025–26 May roll into the next quarter, but 
not into the next quota year 

Transitional treatment Not applicable Eligible pre-14 March contracts 
imported by 30 September may 
qualify for exemption 
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EDITOR'S NOTE 

A 50% duty does not mean every engineering-steel price rises by 50% 

The duty applies only to relevant out-of-quota imports and is calculated on the customs value before 
other duties. Market prices can still move more or less than the tariff because stock position, origin, 
freight, exchange rates, domestic availability and competitive behaviour all matter. 

 

3. How are the quotas 
administered? 

QUICK INSIGHT IN 30 SECONDS 

What changed? Each covered category has country-specific and/or residual tariff-free quota. Importers 
claim access through HMRC. Once the relevant quota is unavailable, the 50% duty can 
apply. 

Why it matters The commercial risk sits at customs clearance, but quotations and purchasing 
decisions are made earlier. A shipment that was economical when ordered may face a 
different landed cost if quota conditions change before entry. 

Key takeaway Quota risk is a timing risk. Treat expected clearance date as part of the material 
specification and costing decision. 

 

The new quotas are divided into four quarters: 1 July–30 September, 1 October–31 December, 1 January–31 
March and 1 April–30 June. Some categories have allocations dedicated to the European Union or another 
named country; a residual quota is available to other origins. The importer must use the correct order number 
and commodity classification. 

Quota access is not a reservation created when the engineering customer places an order. It is an import 
procedure administered by HMRC. Unless a supplier has already imported and cleared stock, its confidence 
may depend on anticipated quota availability at the time the shipment enters free circulation. 

1  Specify 

Grade, size, condition, 
certification and delivery 

2  Classify 

Confirm commodity code 
and category 

3  Source 

Confirm country of origin 
and quota route 

4  Clear 

Importer claims quota 
through HMRC 

5  Cost 

Inside quota: no measure 
duty. Outside quota: 50% 

duty may apply 
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The transitional exemption 

Relevant goods ordered under a contract entered into before 14 March 2026 may be exempt from the new 
50% duty when imported between 1 July and 30 September 2026. Evidence may include contracts, invoices, 
proof of payment and customs-warehousing records. Goods using this exemption do not count against first-
quarter quota. This is important for importers managing legacy commitments, but it is time-limited and 
evidence-dependent. 

 
Figure 2. How quota exposure moves from specification to landed cost. 

Source: Department for Business and Trade and HMRC implementation guidance. 

ENGINEERING INSIGHT 

“Available from Europe” is not the same as “commercially secure” 

For an engineering buyer, availability should be tested across four dimensions: physical stock, quota 
position, landed cost and specification compliance. A positive answer to only one of these does not 
create a reliable supply plan. 

 

4. Categories 12A, 12B and 17: what 
do they cover? 

QUICK INSIGHT IN 30 SECONDS 

What changed? 12A covers specified alloy merchant bars and light sections; 12B covers specified non-
alloy merchant bars and light sections; 17 covers specified angles, shapes and sections 
of iron or non-alloy steel. 

Why it matters Category labels are customs groupings, not complete engineering descriptions. They do 
not replace grade, standard, condition, test certification or commodity-code 
verification. 

Key takeaway Never infer tariff treatment from a familiar product name alone. Confirm the commodity 
code for the actual material. 
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The three categories have been prominent in discussion because they include forms relevant to parts of 
the engineering and fabrication supply chain. However, they should not be blurred together. Category 12A 
is the closest of the three to many alloy engineering-bar conversations; Category 12B covers non-alloy 
merchant bar and light sections; Category 17 is a narrower customs category for specified angles, shapes and 
sections. 

Category Official description 2026 annual tariff-free 
quota 

Engineering 
interpretation 

12A Alloy merchant bars 
and light sections 

EU 83,558 t; residual 
22,342 t 

Potentially relevant to 
specified alloy hot-
rolled bars and related 
forms. Confirm code 
and condition. 

12B Non-alloy merchant 
bars and light sections 

EU 47,618 t; Turkey 
18,654 t; residual 4,540 
t 

Potentially relevant to 
specified non-alloy 
merchant bar. Origin 
mix matters because 
quotas are allocated 
differently. 

17 Angles, shapes and 
sections of iron or non-
alloy steel 

EU 253,678 t; South 
Korea 3,002 t; USA 852 
t; residual 13,230 t 

Primarily a sections 
category. It should not 
be presented as a 
general engineering-bar 
category. 

 

The annual quota figures above are divided across quarters. For example, Category 12A provides 20,889 
tonnes per quarter for EU origin in the first three quarters and 20,891 tonnes in the fourth; its residual quota is 
approximately 5,585 tonnes per quarter. Category 12B combines EU, Turkey and residual allocations. 
Category 17 is dominated by a substantial EU allocation, with much smaller named-country and residual 
amounts. 
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Figure 3. Product category is determined by commodity code—not by the familiar trade name alone. 

Source: Department for Business and Trade product-category descriptions. 

 
Figure 4. Annual tariff-free allocations for Categories 12A, 12B and 17. 

Source: Department for Business and Trade, allocations effective 1 July 2026. Annual totals shown; quotas are administered quarterly. 

EDITOR'S NOTE 

What about bright bar and cold-finished bar? 

Cold-finished bars appear under Category 27 in the new measure, not Categories 12A, 12B or 17. This 
distinction matters to any stockholder or engineer discussing bright bar, because a surface condition or 
processing route can change the applicable commodity code and category. 

 

5. The impact on pricing 

QUICK INSIGHT IN 30 SECONDS 

What changed? Reduced quotas and a higher out-of-quota duty increase the potential cost of covered 
imports, but the market effect begins before duty is physically paid. 
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Why it matters Stockholders and importers may price replacement risk, quota uncertainty and limited 
alternatives into offers. Engineers quoting fixed-price work can therefore face margin 
exposure even when current stock was acquired at a lower cost. 

Key takeaway Link quotation validity and material-price assumptions to the period in which the steel 
will actually be purchased—not merely today’s stock price. 

 

Engineering steel is often a smaller proportion of finished component value than machining time, labour, 
inspection or certification. That does not make the material risk trivial. A modest change in bar cost can 
remove the entire margin from a repeat part when the selling price is fixed, cycle time is mature and scrap 
allowance has already been optimised. 

The most immediate pricing effects are likely to occur in products where import dependence is high, quota is 
relatively constrained, or replacement supply is slow to qualify. The effect may also vary by diameter, length, 
heat-treatment condition and certification requirement. A general market average can therefore hide the 
exact pressure on the material needed for one customer drawing. 

ENGINEERING INSIGHT 

The quotation problem is a timing mismatch 

An engineering business may quote today, receive an order in four weeks, buy material in eight weeks 
and machine in twelve. Steel policy converts that time gap into commercial risk. The answer is not 
necessarily a large blanket surcharge; it is a clearer quotation assumption, shorter validity, agreed 
material-adjustment mechanism or earlier material commitment. 

 

6. The impact on material sourcing 

QUICK INSIGHT IN 30 SECONDS 

What changed? The measure increases the value of understanding exactly where material is made, how 
it is classified, when it will clear customs and what alternatives are genuinely qualified. 

Why it matters A cheaper origin is not a substitute if it changes machinability, mechanical properties, 
cleanliness, traceability or customer approval. Equally, a domestic source is not an 
immediate solution if the required size or grade is unavailable. 

Key takeaway Build alternatives before a shortage. Approving a second route is easier when 
production is stable than when a delivery is already late. 

 

For repeat engineering, consistency often matters as much as nominal grade. Two steels supplied to the 
same broad standard can behave differently because of manufacturing route, chemistry control, 
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straightness, decarburisation, heat treatment, surface condition or internal quality. Procurement decisions 
should therefore combine trade classification with engineering performance. 

The new measure encourages four practical sourcing questions: Is the material already in UK stock? If not, 
what is its origin and commodity code? What is the expected quota position at clearance? If the preferred 
route becomes uneconomic, which alternatives are already technically and commercially approved? 

7. The impact on global 
competitiveness 

QUICK INSIGHT IN 30 SECONDS 

What changed? The measure applies to covered steel imports, not automatically to every finished 
component imported into the UK. 

Why it matters A UK engineer may pay more for input material while competing with a finished part 
made in a country where that material is cheaper or supported differently. This is the 
central downstream-competitiveness concern. 

Key takeaway Measure policy through the cost of the finished UK-made component, not only the 
protection achieved for primary steel production. 

 

The strategic case for domestic steel capability is strong, particularly for defence and critical infrastructure. 
The unresolved commercial question is how to protect that capability without unintentionally moving value-
added work offshore. If the policy raises the cost of raw or semi-finished material but leaves imported 
finished parts outside the same burden, the competitive pressure can move from the steelmaker to the 
machinist, forger, fabricator or component manufacturer. 

This does not mean the trade measure will automatically damage engineering competitiveness. It means the 
outcome depends on domestic substitution, quota sufficiency, supplier behaviour, customer acceptance of 
price changes and whether government monitors downstream effects as actively as upstream production. 

 
Figure 5. The commercial risk chain from policy to the competitiveness of the finished component. 

Engineering Steel Insight interpretation of the published measure. 
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EDITOR'S NOTE 

The right comparison is not UK steel versus imported steel 

For many readers, the commercial comparison is a UK-machined component using UK or imported 
engineering steel versus an imported finished component. That is the comparison that determines 
whether jobs, capability and intellectual property remain in the UK value chain. 

 

8. Three commercial scenarios 

Scenario A — Material is already in UK stock 

A stockholder has imported and cleared the required bar before the customer asks for a quotation. There is 
no new duty event for the engineering buyer. However, the offered price may reflect replacement cost rather 
than the historic purchase price of the stock. The buyer gains delivery certainty but should not assume that 
the same price will apply to the next call-off. 

Scenario B — The shipment is expected to clear within quota 

The supplier orders covered material from an origin with an available allocation. The commercial offer is 
based on tariff-free entry, but the quota is not necessarily reserved when the downstream order is placed. If 
clearance slips or utilisation accelerates, the importer may face a different result. Contract wording should 
make clear who carries that risk. 

Scenario C — Quota is unavailable and the material cannot be substituted 

The required origin, grade or size is outside available quota and the 50% duty applies. The importer may 
absorb part of the cost, pass it on, delay the shipment or decline the order. The engineering business then 
chooses between accepting a higher material price, renegotiating with its customer, qualifying an alternative 
or risking late delivery. This is where an apparently technical customs measure becomes a board-level 
commercial decision. 

9. What this means for engineering 
leaders 

For owner-managers and managing directors 

• Identify contracts where material is purchased well after the selling price is fixed. 

• Decide which customers or programmes require a material-price adjustment mechanism. 

• Test whether higher raw-material cost could make imported finished components more competitive. 

• Treat material availability as a revenue risk, not only a purchasing issue. 
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For engineering and operations directors 

• Map grades, sizes and conditions that have no easy substitute. 

• Distinguish a technically equivalent standard from a route already proven in machining and inspection. 

• Plan trials for alternative sources before an urgent shortage. 

• Review whether extra stock creates resilience or merely transfers cash into slow-moving inventory. 

For procurement managers and buyers 

• Request commodity code, origin and quota basis for exposed imported products. 

• Separate “in stock”, “on the water” and “expected from the mill” in supplier conversations.  

• Ask who carries out-of-quota duty risk under the purchase terms. 

• Monitor quarterly reset dates and avoid assuming annual quota remains continuously available. 

For estimators and commercial teams 

• Use quotation validity that reflects the likely material-purchase date. 

• State the material basis and any assumptions about grade, origin and certification. 

• Model the effect of a material increase on contribution, not only total job value. 

• Escalate repeat work where old selling prices assume a supply market that no longer exists. 

10. What we will be watching 
The first months of the new measure will provide evidence that no policy announcement can supply on its 
own. Engineering Steel Insight will monitor the following questions: 

• How quickly are the quarterly allocations for Categories 12A, 12B, 17 and 27 utilised? 

• Do specific diameters, grades or conditions tighten even where the headline category quota appears 
adequate? 

• Does domestic production replace imports in practice, and on what lead times? 

• How do UK stockholders price replacement risk and quota uncertainty? 

• Do imported finished components gain an advantage over UK manufacturers buying covered material? 

• What concerns are raised by Make UK, UK Steel, downstream trade bodies and major engineering users? 

• Does Government adjust the measure after evidence from the first operating year? 

ENGINEERING INSIGHT 

The most useful indicator may not be the steel price 

Lead-time dispersion, quotation validity, stock availability by size and the frequency of substitution 
requests may reveal supply pressure earlier than a published market index. 
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Source framework and references 
This chapter prioritises primary government sources for the legal and administrative position. Industry and 
market sources are used to test commercial effects rather than replace the formal measure. Policy facts and 
quota allocations were checked against published sources on 30 July 2026; live commodity-code and quota 
status should still be verified at the point of import or purchase. 

1. Department for Business and Trade, “UK’s steel trade measure from 1 July 2026”, updated 22 July 2026. 
Official decision, product categories, tariff-free allocations and quota order numbers. 
gov.uk/government/publications/uks-steel-trade-measure-from-1-july-2026 

2. Department for Business and Trade, “Implementation notifications on the UK steel trade measure”, 
updated 22 July 2026. Transitional exemption, HMRC administration, critical-quota treatment, inward 
processing, freeports and CBAM interaction. gov.uk/government/publications/uks-steel-trade-measure-
from-1-july-2026 

3. HMRC, UK Integrated Online Tariff. Current tariff measures, commodity codes and quota status. trade-
tariff.service.gov.uk 

4. Trade Remedies Authority and GOV.UK trade-remedies notices, including Trade Remedies Notice 2026/15, 
now expired, for comparison with the former safeguard. 

5. Department for Business and Trade, 2025 call for evidence on future steel trade measures, for the policy 
rationale and questions put to producers and downstream users. 

6. OECD Steel Committee material on global excess capacity, cited in the Government decision. The official 
UK measure reports a projected 721 million metric tonne capacity-demand gap by 2027. 

7. UK Steel, Make UK and relevant sector bodies, used to benchmark producer and downstream-
manufacturing positions. Where a representative position is cited, it should be tested against official data and 
the product-level experience of engineering users. 

8. UK Parliament, written question 13792, answered 2 July 2026. Government stated that it had engaged 
producers and downstream users and would review the measure after 12 months. questions-
statements.parliament.uk/written-questions/detail/2026-06-29/13792 

9. Reuters, the Financial Times and specialist European steel and market-intelligence publications, used to 
benchmark trade diversion, price response and international policy. Paywalled data should be paraphrased 
and licensed separately if reproduced graphically. 

10. HMRC quota notices for the former safeguard: Category 12B Türkiye exhausted on 1 May 2026; Category 
17 became critical on 8 May; Category 12B EU became critical on 8 June. These historical notices illustrate 
timing risk but do not predict utilisation under the new measure. 

Publication note: This chapter explains the measure in accessible commercial terms and is not customs, tariff or legal advice. 
Commodity classification, origin, quota order number and live quota status should be confirmed for the specific goods and transaction. 
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