Inheritance tax reforms threaten UK farmers’ sustainability efforts amid rising pollution
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The recent changes to inheritance tax in the UK have sparked significant controversy, particularly among the farming community, which is already grappling with numerous challenges. Alan Lovell, the chairman of the Environment Agency, has characterized these tax reforms as detrimental to farmers’ efforts to reduce environmental impact. During a presentation at the Rivers’ Forum 2025, Lovell revealed alarming statistics: serious pollution incidents from agriculture reached a record high last year, with 77 reported cases, a 54% increase from the previous year. This increase correlates with the Environment Agency's enhanced inspection regime, which has risen sharply since 2020.
The financial pressures exacerbated by the new inheritance tax regime, which imposes a 20% tax on agricultural properties valued over £1 million, are contributing to the difficult landscape farmers face. Scheduled to take effect in April 2026, this tax affects family farms and has incited significant backlash, prompting large-scale protests involving hundreds of tractors blockading central London. Farmers argue that the changes will undermine family-owned operations, potentially forcing them to sell land to meet tax obligations. As Rachel Hallows, vice president of the National Farmers’ Union, noted, the right support can enable farmers to invest in sustainable practices, yet the imposition of this tax obstructs such investment.
The backdrop to these protests includes various challenges that farmers are navigating, notably the impact of climate change, Brexit-induced economic volatility, and worsening weather patterns. The recent introduction of national insurance increases and minimum wage adjustments further compounds these issues. Critics of the inheritance tax reform, including high-profile figures from the agricultural sector, argue that it primarily targets wealthy landowners while negatively impacting small working farms, which are essential to food security in the UK. Environment Minister Steve Reed has defended the government's stance, insisting that the vast majority of farms will remain unaffected by the change.
The inheritance tax reforms pose not only a financial threat but also a moral dilemma for farmers committed to sustainability. Richard Broadbent, a former advisor at Natural England, highlighted how the tax creates a 'chilling effect' on nature recovery schemes that depend on long-term agreements, often spanning decades. Farmers are expected to balance economic viability with environmental stewardship at a time when support mechanisms for sustainable practices, such as the Sustainable Farming Incentive, are under review and have recently ceased accepting new applicants until a reformed scheme is available early next year.
As the agriculture sector seeks to align itself with environmental goals, the impending inheritance tax poses a formidable barrier to progress. The Country Land and Business Association has voiced concerns that this tax will affect not only the economic viability of farms but also the broader objectives of sustainable land management and food security. With growing unrest and escalating protests on the horizon, the government faces mounting pressure to reconsider its approach to taxation in the agricultural sector, especially as farmers strive to be key players in improving the environmental landscape.
In summary, while the government maintains that the changes to inheritance tax are a necessary measure to support public services, the farming community is increasingly vocal about the impending threats to their livelihoods and the long-term sustainability of food production in the UK. The intersection of environmental goals and economic pressures could define the future of British agriculture.
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