Feeding the na�on inquiry response (March 2017)
We welcome the opportunity to submit a wri័�en response to this inquiry. This response
encourages the inquiry not to view this as an issue rooted in Brexit, but rather as a crisis long
in the making. There is a huge deﬁcit in landworkers able to deliver the land use we need.
This response focuses on the poten�al role of small‐scale land‐based social enterprises to
tackle this crisis. These organisa�ons are oĀen expert trainers, and are especially well placed
to a័�ract new entrants to the food and farming sector. AĀer explaining how we understand
this problem, we will focus on the following ques�on, which lies at the heart of the issue:
What should the Government and the food and farming sectors be doing to attract
and retain UK workers for all parts of the food supply chain?

1. Our analysis of the situation
1.1 A lack of UK workers with the skills needed to make land work for everyone
Brexit has brought a័�en�on to what has been a long brewing crisis in the UK land‐based
workforce. The average age of farmers is now 591 and the land‐based sector as a whole has
an ageing workforce2. Farming is simply not considered aspira�onal for the vast majority of
young Bri�sh people.
Moreover even if we could encourage more UK workers to go into farming, this would not
address our deﬁcit in the skills needed to manage land well. Mainstream land management
is simply not working ‐ either ﬁnancially or for the environment. Most farms are heavily
reliant on subsidies.3 We are facing a rapid decline in the quality of our environment ‐ or our
‘natural capital’4. In par�cular intensive farming has led to a soil crisis cos�ng us up to £1.4bn
a year.5 Our exis�ng land‐based workforce simply does not have the skills to manage land in
a way that is sustainable in the long term. Urgent interven�on is needed from the
Government to ensure our long‐term food security.
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1.2 We need many new workers capable of delivering new models of land use
There is a pressing need to a័�ract and train the UK landworkers of tomorrow, but current
a័�empts by industry and the government are clearly not working. We need a new approach,
based on a័�rac�ng new entrants to farming, and promo�ng a new aspira�onal message that
farming is a skilled profession premised on supplying people with healthy food whilst
enriching the environment.

1.3 Landbased social enterprises can deliver these new entrants
Shared Assets supports land‐based social enterprises. These are land‐based businesses who
focus on crea�ng environmental and social value whilst genera�ng income from a wide
range of ac�vi�es. They are characterised by innova�ve approaches to land use that create
social and environmental value, and achieve sustainability by crea�ng a diverse range of
income streams. They oĀen operate in the heart of communi�es, and a័�ract customers,
volunteers, and employees that might otherwise have li័�le engagement with food
produc�on.
Land‐based social enterprises are already a័�rac�ng new entrants from a range of
backgrounds. They are training them not just in food produc�on, but in the skills needed to
run a successful business whilst managing land sustainably. They make farming aspira�onal
by focusing on the wider social and environmental beneﬁts it can encourage. They reject the
increasing industrialisa�on of agriculture and promote people‐centred, community‐oriented
approaches. This is despite facing an incredibly tough business climate and receiving virtually
no support. With funding and support from government they could play a major role in
inspiring and training the landworkers of tomorrow.

2. What should the Government and the food and farming sectors be doing
to attract and retain UK workers for all parts of the food supply chain?
The Government must acknowledge the scale of the problem. This is not just a temporary
shortage resul�ng from Brexit. Rather it is a general crisis in land‐based skills, requiring a
major push to promote young Bri�sh people to enter the food and farming sector.
The Government should respond to this crisis with a major programme of support for
land‐based training that delivers the landworkers we need.

2.1 Incentives for land managers to offer landbased training:
Brexit has precipitated a debate about the future of farm subsidy. There is a strong argument
that public money should be ac�vely targeted at public goods and training should be
included in this. The farming sector clearly requires more trained workers, however there
are insuﬃcient appren�ceships and other training at the moment. Defra should explore a
new set of incen�ves for delivering training.

This money could go to anyone who can share the skills we need. This might mean large
landowners like the Na�onal Trust. We think it should deﬁnitely include land‐based social
enterprises as they have a huge amount to oﬀer. Land managers should be paid for
contribu�ng to the skill base, beyond the paltry amounts available for appren�ceship
schemes. We can look to the US for an example of how this might work, with signiﬁcant
USDA support for incuba�ng new farmers and training6.
Incen�ves to deliver training could also be supported by income raised from natural capital
legisla�on if it is passed. Workforce issues should not be viewed in isola�on. Skilled
land‐managers will be needed to improve our natural capital.

2.2 Funding for projects aimed at attracting new entrants to commercial farming
The Government should oﬀer par�cular support to projects aimed at suppor�ng new
entrants into farming. At the moment young farmers and career changers can struggle to
break into farming because they lack key skills and/or start‐up capital to launch careers in
commercial growing. This means that even when people are inspired to get into growing,
they are oĀen forced to pursue other careers.
Land‐based social enterprises are par�cularly well suited to bringing in new entrants. One
good example is the FarmStart programme funded by the Esmee Fairbairn Founda�on, and
carried out by businesses like OrganicLea7 and Kindling Trust8. This involves giving new
farmers small parcels of land along with the support they need to grow for the market. This
both gives them land to develop their growing and business skills, and gives them a clearer
idea of whether they want to pursue this as a career.

2.3 Making land available for new entrants
Government should seek to make more land available for new entrants to farming. County
farms used to play this role, but are increasingly under threat. Central and local government
departments should allocate as much land as possible to new entrants. At the moment it is
very diﬃcult for new entrants to ﬁnd land, even if they have the requisite skills.
Land could also be found by oﬀering landowners incen�ves to rent por�ons of their land to
new entrant farmers at sympathe�c rates.
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2.4 Making farming aspirational
This will mean working with both young people and adults to present farming as an
a័�rac�ve career. And this will require models that are actually a័�rac�ve. Many of the groups
we work with oﬀer tours for schools. Indeed promo�ng sustainable farming to young people
is oĀen a key part of their social mission. And they show that farming can be aspira�onal.
Work can include community engagement, environmentalism, diversiﬁca�on, innova�on,
training, care work and much more. The careers on oﬀer may be easier to sell than
tradi�onal farm labouring.

3. Conclusion
Addressing long‐term workforce shortages in food and farming may ul�mately require major
reforms beyond the scope of this inquiry, entailing structural reforms of land market and
even a cultural shiĀ around the way farming is perceived. This response has focused on what
we see as short term ﬁxes that can begin addressing the shortage, and encouraging land use
that works for everyone.
If the commi័�ee have any ques�ons or would like to talk, we would be delighted to help. We
could also arrange a visit to one of the businesses we are talking about if that would be
helpful.
Please direct any further questions to our Policy and Research Lead, Tom Kenny,
tom@sharedassets.org.uk, 07542063083. You can find out more about Shared Assets on our
website, www.sharedassets.org.uk.

