Foreign investors increasingly dominate farmland ownership in Norfolk
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Researchers at Who Owns Norfolk have conducted an extensive investigation into land ownership in Norfolk, revealing a trend in which foreign investors are acquiring substantial parcels of the county’s farmland. The project analysed public records and found that the landscape of ownership has shifted significantly, with some of the largest landholders now comprising individuals of considerable wealth from various countries, including Italy, Malaysia, and the United Arab Emirates.
The report highlights that Norfolk's prime land is increasingly being "hoovered up" by affluent investors who either view these properties as lucrative assets or who have made the area their residence. Among the top landowners are Count Luca Padulli di Vighignolo, an Italian nobleman whose interests extend beyond Norfolk to include entire villages in Yorkshire, and Bernhard Reemtsma, who has inherited wealth from the German cigarette company Reemtsma. Other notable investors include Malaysian billionaire Tan Sri Arumugam, who owns the South Pickenham Estate, and the Dubai royal family, known for their ownership of the Shadwell Estate.
As of the latest figures, the research found that the Crown Estate is the largest landowner in Norfolk, followed closely by the Forestry Commission and several other public institutions. Notably, of the twenty biggest landowners, five are wealthy individuals from overseas. Many of these holdings have been complemented by offshore company structures, allowing owners to leverage assets registered in jurisdictions like the Cayman Islands and Jersey. 
Local farmers are reporting increasing difficulty in competing with these wealthy investors, who are inflating land prices and making it challenging for smaller or family-owned farms to remain viable. While some foreign owners have integrated into the local community, others choose to view their land purely as income-generating investments. This has led to rising concerns that more local farmers may be forced to sell their properties, particularly in light of proposed changes to inheritance tax regulations. The incoming tax reforms could impose a rate of 20% on agricultural land valued over £1 million, a significant shift from previous arrangements that offered exemptions for family farms. 
Terry Jermy, MP for South West Norfolk, has spoken out regarding the findings and the implications of the proposed tax changes. In an interview, he remarked that evidence suggests current rules concerning agricultural property relief (APR) are being exploited by affluent individuals who do not partake directly in farming activities. He stated: "Local farmers in my constituency recognise that for some, APR is seen as a tax loophole, and it is being exploited by the very rich." Jermy has called for reforms to address what he perceives as imbalances in land ownership and the tax system.
Meanwhile, concerns have been raised by other local politicians, including Steff Aquarone, MP for North Norfolk, who cautioned that the environmental and socio-economic implications of foreign investment in local farms could jeopardise the future of farming in the region. He stated: "Farmers in North Norfolk are the lifeblood of the county and when they are forced to sell their farms because they can't afford to pay the ill-conceived 'family farm tax', Norfolk's farms will fall further into the hands of the ultra-wealthy."
The Who Owns Norfolk project, initiated by Thomas Playford in 2020, draws upon data from public authorities, aiming to shed light on the changing landscape of land ownership in the region. Playford has expressed optimism about the accuracy of the findings while emphasising the need for further attention to be paid to the socio-economic consequences of land ownership structures. He highlighted that land valuation is currently a non-taxed asset, leading to inflation in the prices of farmland. 
Local farmers and advocates are mobilising in response to these developments, calling for policy changes that could help retain Norfolk’s agricultural heritage and support local farming communities. The situation continues to evolve as the debate over land ownership, tax reforms, and the future of farming in Norfolk gains traction among residents and policymakers alike.
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