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Dear Michael
In your statement to the House yesterday you said “the smart freight system or the goods
vehicle movement service are in operation and being tested with business now”1 When I
pressed you on when this had happened you said: “They have been developed. They are
in operation now. We are refining with business exactly how they should operate for
businesses’ benefit.”2
Later and in response to a question from the Honourable Member for Hertford and
Stortford you said “The smart freight system and the GVMS are being operated within
Government at the moment, in consultation with business, and we hope they will go live so
they are there for all to see in their ideal form in the course of the next few weeks.”3 You
also told the Honourable Member for Cambridge that “we are working hard, internally and
with authoritative expertise, to make sure that those IT systems will work. I do not think
any of us can make a confident prediction that everything will always be perfect, but some
of the very best people in Government and in the private sector are committed to making
them work.”4
The Goods Vehicle Movement Service and the Smart Freight System are critical systems.
I would be grateful if you could clarify the answer you gave me in the House yesterday and
answer the following questions:

1

1.

When were the a) business cases and b) specifications for these systems signed
off? What was the process for signing them off and who took the final decision?

2.

Have you defined a minimum-viable-product (MVP) for each system?

3.

What steps were taken to determine system requirements and the service
specifications? How were these validated with potential end-users? Does the
system specification you are working to exceed the MVP?

4.

Which organisations in the private sector have been involved in developing the
services?
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5.

When did testing of the systems commence, and how many and what kinds of
businesses have been involved in the testing?

6.

What issues and bugs have you come across through user testing in the sandbox
environment? How long will the sandbox be available for testing?

7.

At what stage is testing currently, what plans do you have for further testing and will
such testing be closed (restricted or invitation only) or open?

8.

What steps have you taken to make it possible for organisations and companies
who wish to develop IT systems that can communicate with the GVMS and SFS to
understand the service specifications?

9.

It appears the GVMS will have an API (application programming interface) for
certain functions. What assessment have you made of the time available to
organisations and companies to develop systems or modify existing ones to work
with the GVMS? How did you decide what the API needs to provide? Have any of
those involved in in testing asked for functions not currently in the specification?

10.

When do you anticipate that the GVMS and SFS will go live?

11.

After the services go live, how will they be patched? Who will be responsible for
patching the services? Has patching been covered in contractors’ existing
contracts? How will information on patches be communicated?

12.

GOV.UK says all instances of versioning will be backward-compatible. How can
you guarantee this? Are there any circumstances in which you think you might have
to release a version that is not backwards compatible?

13.

What is your contingency plan or fallback should these systems not work or not be
ready on time?

I would be grateful for a response to these questions by Friday 2 October 2020.
Yours

Hilary Benn
Chair of the Committee
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Dear Michael
I raised earlier this week in the House my concerns that Parliament knows
very little about what has been taking place in the Joint Committee.
Beyond broad agenda headings, the statements you have made have offered
little detail. As we may not have time to ask you all the questions we wish to
address when you appear before the Committee on 7 October - given that
you will not commit to appearing for more than an hour - I am writing to seek
answers to several questions ahead of the evidence session.
Meetings of the Joint Committee
1.

When do you expect the Joint Committee to take substantive decisions
about the implementation of the Protocol on Ireland/Northern Ireland?

2.

Has either the UK or the EU set a deadline for when these decisions
must be taken? If the Joint Committee is unable to take decisions on
these matters by the end of December this year, what rules will apply
and how will these be communicated?

Implementing the Protocol on Ireland / Northern Ireland
3.

What does the Government regard to be the main differences with the
EU on putting the Protocol on Ireland/Northern Ireland into operation?
How have you sought to resolve these differences? What proposals
have been tabled?

Goods moving from GB to NI
4.

How does the Government want to define goods that are at risk of
moving into the EU? What is the EU’s position on goods deemed to be
at risk of being moved into the EU?

5.

Has the Joint Committee discussed what checks are needed to
determine the final destination of any goods moving across the Irish

Sea? If not, when will a decision be made?
6.

What plans do you have to assess the economic impact of such checks
on UK businesses? What is the Government’s policy on such checks
and what is the policy you are seeking to achieve?

7.

What checks will goods moving from GB to NI be subject to and how
will such checks be carried out? Have you assessed what systems and
infrastructure are needed to facilitate these checks? Will goods at risk
of being moved to the EU face additional checks?

8.

What assessment has the Government made of the likely cost to
businesses of the requirement to complete entry summary declarations,
export health certificates, rules of origin certificates and export control
certificates, and undergo SPS checks and controls? How will these
checks work in practice?

9.

What is the Government’s approach to Rules of Origin? What
discussions have you had on Rules of Origin in the Joint Committee
and how might these rules affect the movement of goods?

10.

When do you expect to issue detailed guidance to businesses and
traders so that they have a clear explanation of all the steps and
processes they need to follow when moving goods between GB and
NI?

11.

How confident is the Government that businesses will be able to
understand the guidance, participate in any necessary training, and
change their systems ahead of the end of the transition period?

Goods moving from NI to GB
12.

What representations have you made in the Joint Committee on the
question of exit summary declarations? What is the Government’s
understanding of why the EU requires such declarations on goods
moving from NI to GB?

13.

When do you expect to be able to give businesses and others a clear
explanation of the steps and processes they need to follow when
moving goods between NI and GB?

14.

When will the Government publish its definition of qualifying status for
Northern Ireland goods and businesses? How will qualifying and nonqualifying be distinguished?

Customs duties, excise duties and VAT
15.

What is the Government’s policy on waivers and reimbursements of
customs duties on goods moving from GB to NI? How will your policy
on waivers and reimbursements of customs duties operate in practice?
What systems and infrastructure will be needed?

16.

What is the Government’s policy on VAT in Northern Ireland? How will
VAT work in practice in Northern Ireland?

17.

What issues arise from the application of the EU’s rules on VAT for
goods and the application of UK rules for VAT on services in Northern

Ireland? Has the Joint Committee discussed the application of EU VAT
rules in Northern Ireland? If so, what has been agreed?
I would be grateful for a response to these questions by Friday 2 October
2020.
Yours

Hilary Benn
Chair of the Committee

