Farmers warn UK inheritance tax could undermine environmental efforts and food security
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The recent changes to inheritance tax in the UK have ignited a storm of discontent among farmers, who argue that the new policies could jeopardise both their livelihoods and the environmental progress they strive to achieve. According to Alan Lovell, chairman of the Environment Agency, the government's introduction of a 20% inheritance tax on agricultural properties valued over £1 million, set to take effect in April 2026, poses significant obstacles for farmers attempting to reduce their environmental impact. This sentiment has been echoed in recent presentations by Lovell, who indicated a troubling rise in pollution incidents attributed to agricultural practices.
Last year, England recorded 77 serious pollution incidents from agriculture—a staggering increase of 54% from the previous year. Lovell's figures indicate this is the highest number since records began, a trend that coincides with an uptick in inspections by the Environment Agency, reflecting a more stringent regulatory environment. This record rise in pollution incidents, compounded by the new inheritance tax rules, paints a daunting picture for farmers who are already grappling with financial pressures stemming from climate change, reduced subsidies, and escalating costs of production, including national insurance contributions and the minimum wage.
The introduction of this inheritance tax has prompted widespread protest among farmers, marked by notable demonstrations in London, where thousands rallied against what they have dubbed the 'tractor tax'. They are concerned that this tax will hinder the ability to pass family farms to the next generation without the burden of substantial financial obligations. Critics, including Alistair Carmichael, chair of Parliament's environment committee, argue that the government's fragmented approach to agricultural policy is exacerbating discontent in rural communities. He has called for a more coherent strategy that reassures farmers and supports domestic food production. With projected revenue from the tax earmarked to generate £500 million annually by 2027, it appears the government's fiscal priorities clash with the realities faced by many in the agricultural sector.
Moreover, former government legal adviser Richard Broadbent has addressed concerns regarding the broader implications of the tax, suggesting it could create a 'chilling effect' on nature recovery initiatives. Farmers are being asked to engage in environmentally friendly practices, yet the burdens of taxation could discourage them from allocating land to conservation schemes. The government is maintaining that the majority of farms will not be adversely affected by the changes, a stance met with scepticism from rural advocates who argue that many smaller farms will struggle under these new conditions.
The fiscal landscape for UK farming is further complicated by other challenges, including trade tensions post-Brexit, rising input costs, and climate variability resulting in erratic weather patterns that threaten crop yields. As Rachel Hallows, vice president of the National Farmers’ Union, notes, the farming industry acknowledges the need for robust water quality management; however, she emphasises that this requires adequate funding and supportive regulations rather than hindrances that would deter investment in sustainable practices.
In light of these multifaceted challenges, farmers are left to navigate a precarious future. Many fear that the inheritance tax will compel them to sell off land assets to meet tax obligations, an outcome that could compromise national food security. The current trajectory of agricultural policy raises questions about the sustainability of family farms in an industry already under significant strain.
Farmers are calling for policies that foster not only agricultural viability but also a commitment to environmental stewardship—all while needing assurance that their capacity to produce food won’t be undermined. As this complex situation unfolds, the balance between fiscal needs and the vitality of rural communities remains precarious, necessitating urgent and thoughtful dialogue among policymakers, farmers, and environmental stakeholders alike.
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