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Intersection of Work, poverty and welfare in the lives of UK farmers post - Brexit

[bookmark: _Int_ukp0IGKa]In the rise of Brexit, the landscape for farmers in the United Kingdom has undergone profound shifts, restructuring their livelihoods and posing remarkable challenges. The UK’s retreat from the European Union has significantly impacted labor markets, economic stability and access to welfare thereby bringing a huge transformation in the life of farmers in the UK.
Work, Poverty and Welfare’ intersection in the lives of UK farmers post-Brexit can be explored through three key areas namely;
· Economic Challenges & Work Uncertainty
· Rising Poverty and Financial Insecurity
· Welfare & Support systems
Let’s discuss this;

Economic Challenges & Work Uncertainty 
The UK held a referendum on European Union membership, on June 23rd, 2016, which resulted in 52% of voters deciding to leave the European Union. (BBC, 2016)
Leading up to the UK's formal departure from the EU and potentially for a few years after, the domestic economy will face uncertainties regarding the outcome of negotiations for departure and post-departure transition arrangements; this uncertainty has already impacted the economy, leading to fluctuations in the trade between UK and Europe, which also affected UK farmer's farming business which is anticipated to gradually impact the overall health of the UK economy.(Dwyer, 2018)
Agriculture confronted a series of challenges that interplayed with societal, economic and environmental factors and post-Brexit, it had become challenging for the UK government to support upland farmers to meet the UK's Net-Zero Goals (Gov.UK, 2022). In addition, the aging farming population faced challenges in acquiring appropriate skills and balancing work and personal life and further, the shift in policies following Brexit had brought uncertainty for UK farms as changing regulations may provide opportunities but also bring in challenges that farmers must navigate. (Gittins & Mc Elwee, 2023)
However, Gittins et al.,(2023) remark, after Brexit farmers will likely be shifting to more entrepreneurial approaches, when subsidy support decreases, hence the UK government should focus more on boosting rural economies and helping farmers become better entrepreneurs by motivating skills development, providing training, and access to networks which in turn provides them confidence towards their farming business and eliminates job insecurity.
On the other hand, O'Rourke et al (2012) comment farmers are facing rigid pressure in adopting entrepreneurial business strategies as there are multiple factors to be taken into consideration with their Farm entrepreneurship such as farmer characteristics, business traits and challenges within constrained institutional contexts (CICs), however this diversity of farm business practices in hill and upland farming causes varied limitations to their entrepreneurship, which are not often observed by the rural policy makers, making the lives of farmers difficult. 
Another economic struggle for UK farmers is that, the heavy dependence of the UK on food imports from the EU renders it vulnerable to potential reintroduction of tariffs and trade restrictions post-Brexit; furthermore, the implementation of low import tariffs and facilitation of foreign food trade could diminish the significance of the UK market, thereby exacerbating competition and potentially leading to financial challenges for domestic farmers due to potential loss of business opportunities. (NFU, 2020)
After Brexit, initially UK farming faced challenges in recruiting labor due to low population density and to stay competitive, many UK farms invested in their packhouses, sending fresh produce directly to supermarkets without intermediaries; however, some UK farmers left farming due to fears of economic instability and job insecurity in agriculture, seeking alternative occupations and struggled through unemployment. (Clarke, 2023)
Similarly, Food Standards Agency (2024) remarks due to systemic shocks such as Brexit and the COVID-19 pandemic, over the past few years, there has been a doubling in the number of workers aged 55 and over opting for voluntary redundancy and early retirement compared to previous years; additionally, farming in the UK is often viewed as an undesirable career choice, characterized by low pay, low skill levels, and limited career prospects.
Inversely, in September 2021, the National Farmers’ Union (NFU) reported more than 500,000 job vacancies in the UK’s food and drinks sector; the NFU attributed these shortages to several factors, including the Covid-19 pandemic, Brexit, and the UK’s new points-based immigration system; as a result, farmers faced higher costs, needing to offer greater incentives to attract and retain workers. (Goddard, UK Parliament, 2022)
Brexit has decreased the flow of migrant labor that are essential for UK farms, especially during harvest seasons and this has resulted in significant labor shortage with some farms unable to collect and harvest crops due to lack of workers; to illustrate, the European Union departure has exacerbated current labor scarcities, as highlighted by the National Pig Association, leading to vacancies and functional challenges within the industry. (House of Lord’s Library, UK Parliament, 2022)
Adding to this, as the specialist horticulture sector relies heavily on migrant workers from the EU, a study by the Fresh Produce Consortium found that one-third of UK horticulture businesses would struggle to survive without EU workers and the seasonal nature of farm work make it hard to attract local workers; therefore, suggestions were put forth for local farmers to be trained to suit the skillset of non-UK workers with appropriate plan in place. (Downing, 2018)
McElwee and Smith's Farmer Segmentation Framework (FSF) (2012) aids to understand practically, and critically about the personal traits, business traits, and activities related to farming businesses, which is highly beneficial to new farmers that commence their entrepreneurship in Farming.
Downing & Coe (2018) in House of Commons Library reported, the ADHB - Agriculture and Horticulture Development Board has proposed that labor shortages could trigger structural and other changes within the agricultural sector, and they have outlined four primary strategies to ensure the sector has a sufficient workforce post-Brexit:
· Implementing schemes to retain the current availability of migrant labor
· Enhancing agricultural labor productivity
· Increasing automation
· Offering more incentives for the unemployed or economically inactive to enter the workforce

The Figure below shows the ultimate factors and their combination ratio, that intersects Work, Poverty and Welfare in the lives of UK Farmers post-Brexit; (Clarke, 2023)
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Rising Poverty and Financial Insecurity 
Post-Brexit Legislative changes have created negative impact on Farmers' lives in the UK. One major reason for this is that subsidies and grants that were granted formerly to English Farmers through BPS - Basic Payment Scheme are expected to be removed by 2028. (DEFRA, 2022)
The Retreat of UK from European Union indicated they are stepping away from the support system introduced by the Common Agriculture Policy (CAP), which has been the main influence on UK agricultural policy for more than four decades (Wallace and Scott, 2018). Consequently, the United Kingdom has a chance of facing major changes or loss in its trade agreement with the European Union, which may give rise to trade tariffs and also, the suggested adjustments to agricultural policies could cause a decline in support from the European Agricultural fund. (Gov.UK, 2018).
Within a Domestic Agricultural Policy (DAP) following Brexit, farmers farming in Less favorable Areas (LFAs) are prone to be affected by the policy changes in particular cases where subsidies comprise upto 90% of farmer's yearly income, ultimately leading them close to poverty. (Abboud, 2018)
The Figure below depicts the sudden decline in annual income of the UK farmers, just before and during the period of BREXIT when non-UK farm workers started leaving the UK.
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During the National Farmers' Union annual meeting on February 23, 2017, Andrea Leadsom emphasized an agri-environmental agreement where the priorities mirrored recent UK stances (Gov.UK, DEFRA, 2017). However, there was a significant absence of any mention regarding safeguarding farm incomes and the emphasis persisted only on the traditional British viewpoint of meeting societal goals such as food security and environmental conservation, with limited attention to farmers' financial stability and poverty alleviation. (Hill, 2017)
Dobbs et al (2018) remarked certain agriculture analysts confirmed reducing direct payments under 'Health and Harmony' scheme can result in a remarkable decrease in the number of farmers in England as they tend to go into the state of poverty.
The Post Brexit agricultural policy changes was expected to affect devolved administrations because of differences in farm operations, financial support and limited resources in each jurisdiction and with payment caps already in place in some devolved areas, remarkable cuts to current direct payments are required to fund new objectives of each jurisdiction, ultimately leading to financial struggles to farmers in these regions and causing hardships to cope with the impact of  these cuts. (Gravey, Burns & Jordan, 2016)
With regards to the Agriculture Bill passed post Brexit, farmers were expected to invest in their Farms, however they needed assurance in Brexit negotiations, like continued market access, stable rules, and ongoing financial support; on the other hand, some farms may struggle to make big investments or diversify, which can affect their financial stability if they don't have a steady income every year, leading to destitution.(Gravey & Dobbs, 2018)
The Figure below shows the anticipated extent of agricultural subsidies reduction in the baseline and Brexit scenarios, which may lead Farmers to financial struggle. (Cambridge Econometrics, 2019)
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There were low welfare imports which affected UK farmers adversely with their economic status, supporting this Bryant (2023) remarked importing products with low welfare standards affected British farmers, who face unfair competition from cheaper imports; this is especially unwelcome for farmers already been affected financially by the loss of EU subsidies and facing uncertainty.
In sectors dependent on migrant labor, stricter immigration regulations will increase employment expenses significantly, particularly in horticulture; conversely, major exporters like cereal producers and sheep farmers would face challenges with higher export costs to the EU, thereby leaving them in a financial despair. (BBC, 2017)


Welfare & Support systems
The Welsh Government framed strategies to implement a Sustainable Land Management Scheme which follows the rules of Sustainable Land Management, and this globally appreciated concept highlights the fact of using land for production while ensuring its long-lasting productive potential and safe-guarding essential environmental services. (Welsh Government, 2019) This scheme aims to strengthen farm businesses by providing an annual Sustainable Farming Payment for environmental outcomes and business support for farm development.
The UK Government's manifesto for future policy-based action plan seem to advocate for strong multi functionality in the sector of agriculture and this focuses on the implementation of initiatives structured to address social, economic, cultural and environmental aspects, with the aim of protecting livelihood of farmers, boosting their productivity and establishing a 'green Brexit'. (Gov.UK, 2018)
The Figure below depicts Government agricultural statistics and rural payment divisions display of Pillar 1 (Basic Payment Scheme + Greening Payment) - claimants for 2017, categorized by payment agency country of origin and payment bracket. (David et al, 2021)
                     [image: ]

Gov.UK (2017) reports, at the National Farmers' Union Conference held, Andrea Leadsom, the Secretary of State with responsibilities of Agriculture outlined her top priorities for developing world-leading food and farming industries which included;
· Ensuring optimal trade agreements with the EU and international markets.
· Boosting productivity and fostering innovation in British agriculture.
· Striving for sustainability to deliver top-notch food while enhancing environmental conditions.
· Establishing confidence in British goods via stringent standards in animal welfare, food safety, and traceability (implying border control measures).
· Enhancing farming's ability to withstand market fluctuations, floods, storms, diseases, and other potential risks.
Marshall & Mills-Sheehy (2021), in Institute for Government report England has progressed greatly in creating a post- Brexit agricultural subsidy system to aid farmers, land managers and other stakeholders, holding hands with DEFRA; The Agricultural Act and ELMS regime are the two intense policies England has launched to aid farmers post-Brexit. Let’s us see what they deal with;
The Agricultural Act (2020) was launched in November 2020 establishing the legislative framework for the new subsidy policy in England, explaining the 'public goods' eligible for subsidy payments.
The ELMS (The Environmental Land Management Scheme) regime (2023) : The Environment Secretary views ELMS as vital for improving water quality and biodiversity, in line with the government's 25 Year Environment Plan. It has 3 components;
i. The Sustainable Farming Incentive (SFI): SFI pays farmers for promoting wildlife, efficient water use, hedgerow enhancement, and better land management beyond legal requirements. In 2022, an initial version focusing on soil and animal health/welfare was launched for current BPS recipients, adding more standards annually until the full 2025 rollout, when all farmers will be able to apply, starting from 2024.
ii. Local Nature Recovery Program: The scheme pays for actions to support natural recovery, like managing habitats and hedgerows. It encourages coordination among farmers. Limited rollout started in 2023 and full rollout will start by end of 2024.
iii. Landscape Recovery scheme: This scheme will support land use changes like tree planting and peatland restoration. Projects between 500 and 5000 hectares can be proposed, with Defra selecting the most promising. A national pilot of up to 15 projects began in 2022, followed by expansion from 2024.
Downing et al (2018) has reported in House of commons Library, UK Parliament the following proposals made by the UK government for the welfare of farmers following Brexit;
a. The CAP grants about£4 billion annually to UK farmers, with subsidies comprising up to 80% of their income.
b. The UK Government's 25 Year Environment Plan introduces a new system to pay farmers for public goods, replacing direct payments in England from 2024.
c. Health and Harmony: the future for food, farming and the environment in a Green Brexit was introduced to aid UK farmers by providing financial incentives for sustainable practices, supporting innovation, and enhancing environmental stewardship.
The governments in Scotland, Wales, and Northern Ireland considered similar plans but adjusted to fit their own farming styles and schedules, which were;
d. Scottish Government - Policy titled: Stability and Simplicity - Proposals for a Rural Funding Transition Period. (Issued in June 2018)
e. Welsh Government's publication – Policy titled: Brexit and Our Land: Securing the Future of Welsh Farming. (Issued in July 2018)
f. The Northern Irish Department for Agriculture, Environment and Rural Affairs (DAERA) released the "Northern Ireland Future Agriculture Policy Framework: Stakeholder Engagement." (Issued in August 2018)
RSPCA (2024) reports after Wales left the European Union, The Welsh Government decided on the farmer payment system, including incentivizing higher welfare standards, which RSPCA believes would benefit farm animals, producers, farmers, and consumers, making 'Brand Wales' known for higher welfare; RSPCA Cymru appreciated and accepted the Welsh Government's White Paper on the Agriculture (Welsh) Bill, which outlined the upcoming action plan for the farming sector and anticipated a conspicuous impact on the welfare of farmed animals in Wales, thereby assisting farmers.
Mcnamee (2019) reported the Commons EFRA Committee's "Feeding the Nation: Labour Constraints" (April 2017), outlined government-identified initiatives to reduce reliance on migrant labor and boost UK worker employment in agriculture which included:
· Benefits system reforms
· Greater automation
· Improving sector skills and qualifications
· Increasing the strength of apprenticeships
· Enhancing perceptions of agricultural work

Conclusion
In conclusion, the post-Brexit era has brought significant economic challenges and uncertainties for UK farmers. The restriction on the free movement of workers from the EU has caused labor shortages, especially in labor-intensive sectors like horticulture, leading to higher employment costs and additional financial strain on farmers. Additionally, new trade barriers and tariffs have increased the cost of exporting agricultural products to the EU, reducing profit margins for key exporters such as cereal and sheep farmers. These combined factors have heightened economic vulnerability, making it difficult for farmers to maintain stable livelihoods and increasing the risk of poverty within the farming community.
Addressing these critical issues requires comprehensive support and strategic policy adjustments. The shift from the EU's Common Agricultural Policy to a new UK-specific subsidy system must be carefully managed to ensure farmers receive sufficient financial support. Policies should be implemented to stabilize market conditions, sustain incomes, and promote environmentally sustainable practices. Government intervention is essential to provide financial assistance during this transition and to develop long-term strategies that enhance the resilience and welfare of the farming community. Ensuring the sustainability and welfare of UK farmers necessitates a collaborative effort between policymakers and the agricultural sector to effectively navigate post-Brexit challenges.
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Figure 3.3 The assumed scale of reduction in agricultural subsidies in the basline
scenario and Brexit scenarios
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