Farmers protest UK inheritance tax changes limiting agricultural property relief
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Farmers across the United Kingdom have mobilised in widespread protests following the announcement of significant changes to agricultural property relief (APR) in inheritance tax (IHT) guidelines, introduced in the Labour government’s budget on 30 October 2024. These reforms mark a pivotal shift in long-standing tax relief policies that have been in place since 1992, aimed at protecting generational family farms from heavy tax burdens upon inheritance.
Agricultural property relief was originally designed to exempt land used for farming activities—including crop growing and livestock raising—from inheritance tax, allowing farms to be transferred between generations without incurring substantial financial charges. Historically, this relief has provided a 100% exemption on qualifying farmland, a provision that many in the farming community argue is critical given the industry's characteristic profile as “asset-rich but cash-poor.” Although farms frequently own considerable land and equipment, farmers often operate on modest incomes, making the preservation of family farms financially challenging without such tax relief.
The Labour government, citing a goal to foster fairness in the IHT system, has introduced a cap whereby full 100% APR is limited to £1 million of agricultural property value, with a reduced 50% relief imposed on any value exceeding this threshold. The government estimates this measure will yield approximately £1.765 billion in additional revenue between 2026 and 2030. Officials have asserted that only the wealthiest 500 estates annually will be affected by the reforms, with nearly three-quarters of estates currently receiving the relief remaining untouched. Moreover, the government highlighted that married couples may access up to £3 million in relief, and IHT payments may be spread over ten years to alleviate immediate financial pressures.
Nonetheless, these reforms have been met with considerable opposition from farming organisations and rural communities, who warn that the new regulations could destabilise the agricultural sector. The National Farmers’ Union (NFU) has expressed concerns that the changes threaten investment in farming infrastructure, reduce farm profitability, decrease land available for tenancy arrangements, and jeopardise domestic food production capacity. Notably, data from the Agricultural and Horticultural Development Board (AHDB) indicates that over 75% of farms larger than 124 acres in England and Scotland could be impacted.
The reforms have sparked a wave of protests, with farmers organising tractor convoys through several UK cities, including London, to voice their dissent. The NFU has condemned the changes, emphasising the risk posed to the future viability of multi-generational family farms. In response to these widespread protests, a government and parliamentary petition opposing the reforms has garnered over 150,000 signatures, prompting a debate in Parliament. Despite this, the government has maintained that the policy strikes a fair balance between raising necessary revenue and supporting the agricultural sector.
A personal perspective on the plight of farming families was shared by University of Exeter law graduate Harry Cooke, writing for Legal Cheek. Cooke, who has grown up in a farming family, highlighted that many farmers inherit not only land but a lifelong commitment to a demanding way of life with tight profit margins. He remarked, “Farming is not just a job, it’s a way of life,” noting the dedication required to sustain family farms amid fluctuating crop prices, changing government policies, and unpredictable weather. Cooke also pointed out that young farmers are increasingly anxious that these reforms will hinder their aspirations to take over family farms.
The government’s move to reform APR also responds to concerns over the misuse of these reliefs by individuals with no genuine farming interest, who purchase agricultural land as a means of sheltering wealth from inheritance tax. Groups such as Tax Justice UK have drawn attention to such practices, and public figures like Jeremy Clarkson have been associated with the debate, having acknowledged in 2021 that APR was a “critical factor” in his decision to purchase farmland.
However, many within the farming sector believe that the extent of necessary reform has been overstated and that the proposed measures disproportionately affect genuine farming families. Industry representatives warn that unintended consequences could include forced land sales, which may adversely impact tenant farmers who depend on access to rented land.
Politically, opposition parties, particularly the Conservatives, have pledged to repeal the reforms should they return to government, with party leaders describing the changes as “immoral” and cautioning that they may have profound negative economic impacts on rural communities. Critics contend that the reforms threaten to exacerbate challenges faced by farmers and could drive some into financial hardship.
As the dispute continues to unfold, the debate around agricultural property relief in inheritance tax is shaping up to be one of the defining issues for UK agriculture and rural policy in the coming years. The government’s position reflects a prioritisation of revenue generation and tax fairness, while farming groups stress the potential risks to the sustainability of the sector and national food security. With protests escalating and political pressures mounting, the future landscape of farm inheritance and associated tax relief remains uncertain.
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