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INTRODUCTION 
2021 and the roadmap out of lockdown… 

The supermarkets all enjoyed strong sales over the Christmas 2020 period as the UK entered its third 
lockdown, with shoppers having spent an additional £15.2bn on groceries during the pandemic, 
around £4,800 per household on average, an increase of £500.  

In the immediate aftermath of Brexit, we saw significant disruption to freight traffic between Britain 
and the EU. Food and drink exports to the EU were down 65% in Jan 21 compared to Jan 20, whilst 
imports from the EU fell 19% for the same period, with stockpilling having an impact here. Figures 
from the Food & Drink Federation1 give us a good indicator for how this has stabilised since then. For 
the period to H1 2021, total exports of Food and Drink exports declined 4.5% against H1 2020, and an 
even greater 17.3% versus H1 2019. Exports to the EU was the main driver of this decline, falling to an 
estimated £4.9Bn versus £6.7Bn in H1 2019. Non-EU exports were largely unchanged at £4.3Bn over 
the same period. Although growth in new markets such as Central and South America are showing 
positive signs, they are still a long way from offsetting the drop in trade with key markets such as 
Ireland, France and the Netherlands.  
 
In terms of goods, cheese, wine and salmon lead the way in terms of reduced levels of exports to the 
EU. Fruit, vegetables, pork, chicken and beef are showing year-on-year declines on the import side. 
The extension of the grace period for full border checks should help reduce this worsening over H2, 
but whilst trade imbalances and supply disruptions continue, shortages of goods on shelves will 
continue to be widely reported. 
 
Aside from the direct trade disruption, the easing of lockdown measures in June continue to progress 
positively, with the re-opening of the hospitality sector and non-essential retail as the mass rollout of 
vaccines continues. Getting labour back in to meet demand has been less successful, however, as 
shortages across the food supply chain are approaching crunch point. Harvesting, manufacturing and 
packaging have all been impacted by the lack of available labour, whilst the HGV driver shortage has 
reached catastrophic levels.  
 
 

 
1 https://www.fdf.org.uk/globalassets/resources/publications/reports/exports-reports/exports-snapshot-h1-
2021.pdf 
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WINNERS & LOSERS 
A divided performance 

International listed companies Hello Fresh, Beyond Meat and Amazon all had a great 2020, seeing 
their respective share prices shooting up, whilst the pandemic boosted savings, with UK households 
reported to have amassed an additional £180bn in bank accounts. 

At the other end of the scale, Blue Apron, Casino and Coty all suffered large falls to their respective 
share price. Hospitality and foodservice sectors have borne the brunt of the pandemic, with almost 
10,000 pubs and restaurants closing their doors permanently in 2020 and 30,000 jobs lost. To add 
insult to injury, pubs and restaurants are now struggling to find enough staff due to a lack of available 
labour. The food to go market was also significantly impacted, dropping 45.5% in value to £11.6bn in 
2020, however it is estimated the food to go market will grow by 31.6% to £15.3bn this year (or 72% of 
its 2019 value). One of the biggest losers was Deliveroo’s stock market flotation which flopped as 
shares plunged by more than a quarter on its first day of trading, making it one of the worst IPOs in 
London’s history. 

 

MERGERS & ACQUISITIONS 
The latest M&A activity in the sector 

UK food and drink M&A activity reached its highest level of activity for four years in early 2021. Grant 
Thornton’s quarterly M&A report saw 63 transactions announced in 1Q21, up 43% on 1Q20. Of these, 
34 were PE deals. Disclosed deal values of £1.3bn across 30 transactions. 

Some of the larger and more notable acquisitions include; Issa brothers & TDR Capital have received 
CMA clearance for their £6.8bn takeover of Asda; Sofina acquired Eight Fifty Food Group for an 
estimated c£1.2bn; Dole & Total Produce £470m merger; Nestle’s acquisition of SimplyCook; 
Mondelez’s acquisition of Grenade; Valeo’s acquisition by Bain Capital; Ferrero’s acquisition of 
Burton’s Biscuits to name but a few. 

The first six months of 2021 also saw Virgin Wines and Parsley Box both float on the LSE, Krispy Kreme 
is planning a $4bn IPO on the NASDAQ whilst Fortress have made a bid to acquire Morrisons. A high 
level of M&A activity is likely to continue into 2H21. 
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CONCLUSION 
H2 2021 

As we continue through H2 2021 and all find our ‘new norm’ of living and working with Covid ever-
present there continues to be multiple challenges facing the food and drink sector. Brexit has caused 
additional costs and regulations for many businesses and with the end of various Government support 
measures, companies are likely to find themselves facing a reduced migrant workforce, increased 
proportions of staff self-isolating, higher raw material prices and/or reduced demand/consumption, 
all of which will place further strain on businesses. As a result, company insolvencies are widely 
expected to increase significantly during Q4 2021 and 2022. 

As underwriters we must also continue to work closely with our clients, taking into account our clients’ 
experience with their customer, as well as the sector and region they operate in. As 2020/21 accounts 
are filed, reflecting trading performance impacted by the pandemic, there will be a greater reliance 
on obtaining later financial information in the future. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

For more information, please contact the Trade Credit team:  

52-56 Leadenhall Street, London EC3A 2EB 
+44 (0)203 011 5700 
tradecredit@nexusunderwriting.com 
www.nexusunderwriting.com 
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