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NEW OPPORTUNITIES

This briefing, the fourth in the series, explains the importance for farmers and other 
rural businesses of having access to a flexible, skilled and secure labour force and the 
need for this to continue as the UK negotiates its exit from the EU.  

TRADEDIRECT SUPPORT REGULATION LABOUR MARKET

A POLICY THAT PROVIDES A STABLE,  
PRODUCTIVE AND SECURE WORKFORCE  
FOR THE RURAL ECONOMY

WHY DOES THE RURAL ECONOMY NEED  
A FLEXIBLE WORKFORCE? 

The rural economy is diverse. It is made up of a multitude of 
businesses, including thousands of small and micro businesses. 
Farming and food production is at its core, but is diverse with 
businesses for all economic sectors represented. Employers 
across the rural economy provide permanent and seasonal jobs 
and careers for more than 2.6 million people. 

Freedom of movement for people to live and work across the 
European Union has delivered benefits for businesses across 
the rural economy. This larger pool of potential employees 
has provided rural businesses with greater flexibility, certainty 
and security. However EU membership has led to reduced 
opportunities for workers from outside the EU as restrictions on 
non-EU nationals have been increased to accommodate freedom 
of movement for EU workers. 

It is in the farming and tourism sectors that the potential 
impact of changed migrant labour policies are likely to be 
most keenly felt. In farming EU migrant labour plays a critical 

role in harvesting, production and processing across the food 
supply chain. In 2015 more than 30,000 non-UK nationals were 
employed in agriculture (Office for National Statistics), and one 
in four workers within the tourism and hospitality sector is a non-
UK national (Tourism Alliance). 

As we prepare to leave the EU it is vital that a dedicated strategy 
is put in place to ensure rural businesses can attract the talent 
and skills they need. This means ensuring opportunities are in 
place to attract the best, highest-skilled practitioners in the world 
into our research centres and universities; as well as ensuring that 
there is sufficient supply of reliable skilled labour working in our 
farms, hotels and retail outlets.

The British countryside is one of the best places to live and work 
in the world. A thriving local economy providing employment 
opportunities for everyone is the key to sustaining its future.  

It is vital that the UK Government takes the following immediate actions to provide certainty to farmers and other rural 
businesses about the security of the labour force.THE DECISIONS THAT MUST BE MADE

It is vital that the UK Government takes the following immediate actions to provide certainty to farmers and other rural 
businesses about the security of the labour force. 

➜  Confirm the status of EU migrant workers already resident 
in the UK – across the rural economy businesses are employing 
skilled and experienced workers that they would like to retain. 
The sooner the long term prospects of these workers are 
confirmed the better for all concerned.

➜  Establish appropriate sector specific schemes that ensure 
availability of seasonal and skilled labour – assuming 
that after UK exit from the EU free movement of labour is 
removed it is vital that there is continuity in the supply of 
workers in agriculture in particular. Successful schemes were 
in place before the expansion of the EU and can be updated  
and reinstated.

➜  Ensure the UK’s position as a destination to participate 
in research and development is maintained – across our 
agricultural and other sectors the UK is a destination point for 
the best minds from across the globe. This must remain the 
case after the UK exits the EU.

➜  Develop an immigration policy that ensures that the 
supply of workers across the rural economy is sufficient to 
ensure businesses can invest and grow – a number of factors 
will be weighed in determining future immigration policy, but it 
is critical that the end result is that there are sufficient workers 
available with the right skills and commitment to support 
businesses across the rural economy.
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Farming is particularly dependent on workers from the EU, and Eastern Europe in particular. There are more than 30,000 permanent 
workers (Office of National Statistics, 2015) and an estimated 67,000 seasonal workers (Migration Advisory Committee, 2012) working 
in agriculture who are of non-UK origin. The vast majority of these roles are filled by people that originate from Eastern European 
countries within the EU. 

SEASONAL WORKERS 

 A seasonal workers scheme allows individuals to enter a country to undertake a specific role with a specific employer for a set period 
of time. At the end of this time period the individual leaves the country. There is no right to remain to take up another offer of 
employment. Typically these schemes have applied to agriculture but other sector based schemes for food processing and hospitality 
have existed in the UK previously.

The schemes often have a limit or quota of the number of people who can enter the country, for example, in 2013 the Seasonal 
Agricultural Workers Scheme had a limit of 21,250.  As part of the agreement with the employer the employees are often provided 
with accommodation and other benefits during their employment. A licensing scheme for businesses seeking to employ seasonal 
workers creates significant opportunity to enforce safeguards relating to workers rights, safety and other welfare standards. 

The Seasonal Agricultural Workers Scheme was removed in 2003 following the removal of freedom of movement restrictions on 
workers from Romania and Bulgaria.  A reintroduction of a scheme of this kind would be vital in the event of removal of freedom of 
movement after the UK exit from the EU. It would have to be in place before the end of freedom of movement restrictions. 

SKILLED PERMANENT WORKERS
Across the food supply chain there are a number of people that have built up skills and experience that are invaluable to the businesses 
they work for. It would be severely damaging to remove these people from existing businesses and if there is consent from the 
employee and the employer then they should be able to remain employed in the UK. 

It is also important for the UK to attract the best skill and experience from across the world to manage modern farms, processing 
and production facilities and to bring their knowledge to our research and development sector. Attention must be given to ensuring 
qualifying criteria for immigration systems (such as a points based system proposed by leave campaigners in the EU referendum 
campaign) properly accounts for the needs of this vital sector.  Also opportunities should remain for people to come and take part in 
the world-leading education and training opportunities afforded by our educational institutions.   

A SPECIFIC PLAN FOR AGRICULTURAL WORKERS


