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In the latest budget, the UK government announced an intention to reform Inheritance Tax (IHT) laws, particularly targeting Agricultural and Business Property Reliefs. These changes aim to make IHT fairer and prevent potential misuse. But what are the implications of these proposed changes for businesses and individuals?


Inheritance Tax (IHT) is an essential consideration for individuals with significant assets, particularly those involved in agriculture or running a business. Agricultural Property Relief (APR) and Business Property Relief (BPR) are two key provisions in the tax code, offering exemptions or reductions in IHT liability for certain assets. APR applies to agricultural land, farmhouses, and certain agricultural assets, while BPR reduces or eliminates IHT on shares in unquoted companies and interests in businesses, provided they are actively used in running business.
Currently both APR and BPR are seen as essential for preserving family farms and businesses, reducing the tax burden when these assets are passed down to the next generation. However, there has been growing concern over the years that both reliefs have been subject to misuse or exploitation. This has led to the government proposing reforms to tighten the criteria for these reliefs.
The primary proposed changes are to restrict eligibility for both reliefs to assets that are genuinely involved in the day-to-day running of a business or agricultural operation. For example, agricultural land that is held for investment purposes rather than active farming, could lose eligibility for APR. Similarly, BPR may only apply to companies and partnerships that are genuinely operational, not those primarily held for investment. This change aims to prevent individuals from using APR and BPR to reduce IHT liability on assets that are not genuinely contributing to an active agricultural or business enterprise.

NFU president Tom Bradshaw commented on the devasting impact changes to BPR and APR would have on British farming stating:

 “For the future of our family farms, food security and the environment we are calling on the Chancellor to urgently consider the sizable effect changes to APR and BPR could have”.

The proposed reforms to APR and BPR mark a significant shift in Inheritance Tax law. While they are designed to ensure that the reliefs benefit genuine agricultural and business operations, they also bring a risk of increased IHT liabilities. As these changes progress, businesses and individuals involved in agriculture or small business sectors should be prepared to seek professional advice on how these reforms may impact their estates. Understanding these changes will be crucial to ensure that family businesses and agricultural operations remain protected from undue tax burdens. 
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Reference: Masala, S., A. & Keep, G. (2024). Inheritance Tax: Current Policy and Debates. House of Commons Library. Available at: http://commonslibrary.parliment.uk/research-briefings/sn00093/

Why the changes?
The government has stated that these changes are necessary to ensure that the reliefs are targeted at those who need them most, farmers and small business owners. The aim is to reduce IHT avoidance strategies, where individuals use these reliefs to avoid taxes on assets that do not serve a direct economic purpose. These reforms are designed to curb this potential misuse and make IHT law fairer and more consistent.
However, these changes could significantly affect farmers and business owners who rely on APR and BPR to pass down their businesses without incurring excessive IHT. A narrower definition of what constitutes ‘business property’ could potentially lead to higher tax liabilities for family farms and businesses, particularly those that are passed down through generations. 
The government believes that these reforms will close loopholes and prevent large estates from exploiting these reliefs. But critics argue that the changes could disproportionately affect smaller family businesses, especially those in rural areas, where business may be closely tied to the land or involve assets that do not fit neatly into the new definitions.
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Research Trail

To research the proposed Inheritance Tax (IHT) reforms, specifically regarding Agricultural and Business Property reliefs. I employed a multi-step approach to ensure a comprehensive understanding of the current legal framework, the proposed changes, and potential implications.

I began by reviewing the provided briefing paper ‘Inheritance Tax: Current Policy and Debates” by Masala, Seely and Keep (2024), which offered a foundational understanding of the existing IHT reliefs. This was a valuable starting point, providing insight into the current application of reliefs, including their scope and eligibility requirements. The briefing paper also offered a concise summary of the government’s proposed reforms, which allowed me to frame the topic effectively.

To further my understanding, I accessed academic resources through LexisNexis, a premier legal research database. Search terms such as ‘Inheritance Tax Reform’, ‘Agricultural Property relief’ and ‘Business Property relief’ were used to identify peer-viewed journal articles, legal commentaries, and case law. I particularly focused on recent academic articles that critically evaluate the proposed changes, such as those exploring the broader implications of the reforms on small businesses and agricultural holdings.

One key source was an article from the Journal of Tax Law (2023), which provided an in-depth analysis of the legal framework surrounding IHT reliefs, offering insights into how the changes could affect landowners and businesses. This was particularly helpful in understanding the potential economic and social implications of the reforms. Additionally, I consulted government reports and legal commentaries available on the UK Parliaments website and HMRC. These resources provided crucial details on the policy rationale behind the proposed changes and the government’s objectives in adjusting relief thresholds.

This process of selecting sources was largely driven by relevance and credibility. I prioritised peer-reviewed journals, government publications and academic books for their authoritative and factual content. I deliberately avoided secondary sources such as blogs and news articles, which although are useful for the general public understanding, lack the academic rigor required for this assignment.

In future research on similar topics, I would refine my search process by narrowing my focus on specific legal journals on taxation law and perhaps seek primary sources such as consultation documents and expert opinions published by professional tax organisations. This would enhance my understanding of the legal landscape and provide a broader range of viewpoints.

The research process was highly effective, as the selected sources provided a balanced overview of the legal background, the current policy debates and the proposed reforms. Overall, I feel confident in my understanding of the subject, which I believe will significantly enhance the quality of my article.














Task Two

From: Jade Thompson 
Jadethompson@bluelightlaw.comTo: David Rose
Davidrose@bluelightlaw.com
Subject: Case ref: DR-19384 – Estate of Mrs. Juliet Spain

Dear David, 
Following your email, I have investigated the issues regarding the gifts in Mrs. Spain’s will and the gold inheritance intended for Fiona. Below is my detailed analysis, with recommendations to ensure the firm complies with legal and regulatory obligations while respecting Mrs. Spain’s Intentions.

1. Acceptance of Gifts to Solicitors and Trainees
Accepting gifts from clients is legally possible but must be handled carefully to avoid breaches of professional obligations under the Solicitors Regulation Authority (SRA) Principles 2019 and the Code of Conduct of Solicitors 2019.

Regulatory Considerations

Conflict of Interest & Undue Influence: A gift to a solicitor, especially one managing the testator’s estate, may raise concerns of undue influence. Such gifts can be presumed invalid unless proven otherwise. However, the presumption can be rebutted if the gift was made freely and with full mental capacity (Anthonygold, 2022).

Mental Capacity & intention: Mrs. Spain’s mental capacity was confirmed in 2018, satisfying the legal test under the Mental Capacity Act 2005 and common law principles (Banks V Goodfellow [1870]). Capacity is assessed relative to the transaction’s complexity (Re Beaney [1978]) and a £1000 gift is unlikely to be considered a complex disposition (Howells, 2023).

Independent Legal Advice: The Court of Appeal in Re a Solicitor [1993] held that obtaining independent legal advice can mitigate concerns of undue influence, especially where the solicitor is a direct beneficiary (judiciary, 2023).

 Recommended Actions:

· Independent Legal Advice: Engage an independent solicitor to advise on the gifts and confirm Mrs. Spain made them freely and with the full understanding.

· Documentation & Transparency: Retain the 2018 medical capacity report, any independent legal advice and a detailed file note documenting the circumstances of the gift.

 These steps safeguard the firm against allegations of misconduct and ensure compliance with the SRA regulations.

2. The Gold and Fiona’s Claim Via Secret Trusts
 The gold’s omission from the will and Fiona’s request for secrecy raises complex issues regarding secret trusts and the executor duties.

Secret Trusts: 
Secret trusts allow property to pass outside the formal requirements of the Wills Act 1837, provided certain conditions are met (Ottaway V Norman [1972] (Lawgazette, 2022). The elements of a fully secret trust are:

· Intention: Mrs. Spain intended to create a trust for Fiona.
· Communication: The trust terms were communicated to Fiona during Mrs. Spain’s lifetime.
· Acceptance: Fiona accepted the trust obligation.
If these elements are satisfied, Fiona May have a valid claim to the gold, even though it was not mentioned in the Will, the standard of proof Is the balance of probabilities (Re Snowdon [1979]). However, if the communication was vague or Fiona did not explicitly accept the trust, it may not be enforceable.

Proprietary Estoppel:
If a secret trust cannot be proven, Fiona might alternatively pursue a proprietary estoppel claim. This requires:

· Assurance: A promise or assurance of the gold.
· Reliance: Fiona relied on this assurance.
· Detriment: Fiona acted to her detriment based on the assurance.
In Gillet V Holt [2001], the court confirmed the detrimental reliance need not be financial, emotional or personal sacrifices can suffice (Maitlandchambers, 2025). Similarly, in Thorner V Major [2009], the assurance need not be expressed, as long as it is ‘clear enough’ in context (Parliament, 2025).
If Fiona can evidence her mother’s intent (e.g., through witnesses or financial records of gold purchases), she may have a strong estoppel claim. However, this could lead to costly litigation if her siblings dispute the gold’s ownership.

Executors Duties and Fiduciary Obligations:
Regardless of Fiona’s potential claims, we as executors owe a fiduciary duty to all beneficiaries to administer the estate impartially and transparently (Nestle V National Westminster Bank [1993]). Concealing the gold from the other siblings would breach this duty and expose the firm to potential personal liability under the Trustees Act 2000.

Recommended Steps:
· Disclosure of the Gold: Inform all the beneficiaries of the gold’s existence to avoid breaching fiduciary duties.
· Secret Trust Investigation: Gather evidence (witness statements, purchase records) to assess whether a valid secret will exist.
· Advising Fiona: Explain Fiona’s proprietary estopell claim, the evidential challenges and the risks of litigation.
· Conflict Management: if a dispute arises, consider appointing an independent administrator to mitigate conflicts of interest and ensure the estate is managed neutrally.
This approach balances the need to fulfil Mrs. Spain’s intentions with our legal duty to administer the estate lawfully, reducing the risk of future claims against the estate or the firm.

Conclusion:
The gifts can be accepted with appropriate safeguards, including independent legal advice and proper documentation.
Regarding the gold, full disclosure is legally necessary, but Fiona may have options via secret trust principles or proprietary estopell. This strategy ensures compliance with legal obligations while preserving the estate’s integrity and minimising potential disputes.
Let me know if you would like me to draft correspondence for the beneficiaries or take further steps.

Best Wishes, 

Jade Thompson
Blue Light Law LLP




Task Three

Attending the careers conference on 10th March 2025 gave me valuable insight into the legal profession and how to succeed in graduate employment. The CPS session highlighted the need for strong analytical skills, attention to detail and ethical decision-making in criminal cases. The Probation Service emphasised resilience and adaptability when supporting offenders, while Women’s Aid highlighted the importance of empathy and communication when advocating for survivors of domestic violence.

These insights helped me reflect on my career goals and identify actions to enhance my employability. I have set two SMART objectives:

· Broaden Legal Knowledge: Attend two career development workshops (e.g., criminal law, family law) by June 2025 to deepen my understanding of key legal sectors.

· Strengthen Networking and Industry Insight: Via LinkedIn and arrange two informational interviews by July 2025 to build my network and explore potential career goals.

My law degree has developed key skills that align with these career goals. Through assignments like the Investigation of Title Report, I have honed my problem-solving abilities by carefully analysing complex legal documents and identifying potential issues for clients. Additionally, balancing multiple deadlines and navigating challenging legal research has built my resilience, teaching me to manage pressure and stay focused. 
The conference reinforced the importance of these skills, and my action plan will ensure I continue developing them. By combining academic knowledge with practical learning, I am confident I can succeed in graduate employment. 
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