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Foreword

As we adjust to the new economic and political situation however, there are real opportunities for us to 
influence the future.

Business has an important role to play on the issues that matter most to the prosperity of the UK, 
including: tackling the deficit in the upcoming spending review; responding to plans for a new National 
Living Wage; continuing efforts to achieve ambitious EU reforms ahead of the referendum; and 
shaping the fast-moving debate on the devolution of powers across the country. 

It is within this context we find that the rural regions continue to play a significant role in the 
UK’s current economic success, their contribution being comparable to England’s other major 
conurbations.  What’s more, rural economies have successfully diversified, encompassing industries 
such as manufacturing, business services, distribution, education and food services, as well as 
agriculture. Rural Britain’s talent and outputs are something the UK should be proud to celebrate, and it 
is right that Rural Kent continue to promote the dynamism of this important part of our economy. 

The CBI continues to offer its support and wishes this innovative endeavour continued success.

John Cridland 
CBI Director-General

The UK economic recovery has gained pace over the 
last year, with growth at its fastest rate since 2006 
and unemployment being at its lowest since mid-2008. 
Supported by high levels of business investment and 
domestic consumption, this growth has placed us ahead 
of competitors in other western industrialised countries.

Although we anticipate the UK’s economic recovery 
to bed in firmly over the next year, the slow-down in 
emerging economies will add to the headwinds we 
continue to experience from faltering growth in the 
Eurozone.

Though the results of this year’s election indicated 
we would see a greater degree of political certainty, 
it is clear that there is still a strong role for continued 
dialogue between government and business, as the new 
government continues to lay out its agenda. We need 
the Government to focus on the delivery of a policy 
framework that encourages businesses of all shapes 
and sizes to prosper at home and abroad.
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Our Aims and Performance

The board of Rural PLC (Kent) has focused its delivery plan for 
2014/2015 on the following key aims:

1 2 3

To provide a focal 
point for the 
promotion and 
profile of the rural 
economy and its 
value proposition 
to investors.

To create a unified 
portal of business 
requirements 
matching career 
pathways to 
maximise the job 
opportunities in the 
rural sector

To secure the 
highest level of 
investment in the 
rural sector for Kent 

What we have 
achieved since 2013

What we have 
achieved since 2013

What we have 
achieved since 2013

• Three major events 
annually with over 
500 engaged partners

• Annually produced 
enhanced data sets 

• Live rural calendar

• Launched a web 
based iOS and 
Android Careers app

• Engagement with 
100+ businesses, 
registered on the app

• Numerous 
presentations to 
businesses and key 
stakeholders

•  Practical statistically 
information for Scale 
Investment Projects 

• Leverages investment 
into two projects in 
Kent/ Start-ups

• Continual 
engagement with key 
investment partners
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People behind the Plan

Michael Bax, 
Chairman

Senior partner BTF, 
chairman Kent 
Wildlife Trust and 
Weald of Kent 
Protection Society 
and Kent Police 
Crime Rural Advisory 
Group, a director of 
Kent Wool Growers 
and a governor of 
the King’s School, 
Canterbury.

Charles Tassell, 
Farming & 
Environmental 
Director

Farmer, board 
member KCAS, chair 
Kent Campaign 
for the Farmed 
Environment, past 
county chairman Kent 
NFU & current Kent 
Wildlife Trust trustee.

Mark Lumsdon-
Taylor, 
Human Capital & 
Finance Director

Group Director of 
Finance & Resources 
at Hadlow Group. A 
board member Kent 
County Agricultural 
Society, a Senior 
Judge at the ICAEW 
A4S Awards & a CBI 
South East Regional 
Councillor.

George Jessel, 
Resources & 
Political Director

Partner in fully 
diversified 1,200 
acre family farm, 
Deputy Lieutenant, 
Kent Ambassador, 
immediate past 
chairman KCAS, past 
chairman CLA Kent, 
NFU member.
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When farming is profitable there might be scope for 
progress but this scenario cannot realistically be 
achieved when farming is hampered by Supermarket 
wars, the demands of the downstream participants 
and different pressures from all over the world.

Rural PLC (Kent) seeks to contribute to the debate on 
what British food and farming could and should be, 
through its own knowledge of the industry in Kent. 
Kent has long been acknowledged as the Garden of 
England and London’s Larder.

We reject narrow thinking and we recognise the 
importance of health and well being. We also 
recognise the need for a food and farming sector 
that is environmentally sustainable. Farming needs 
direction and purpose in terms of Government 
policy and there are serious concerns as to whether 
Government is actually well enough informed and 
equipped to provide the leadership required. It is 
essential that policymakers attach a much higher 
priority to food and farming policy than at present and 
that they do it in a more integrated manner.

Our farmers and food sector workers have to be 
properly rewarded to ensure that a truly progressive 
UK food and farming sector thrives and grows jobs 
as well as protecting and enhancing the natural 
environment. All too often the wider food system in 
the UK is unable to live up to its enormous potential to 
deliver for the public good.

There are so many snouts in the trough downstream 
of the farmer that by the time the financial reward 
comes back upstream there is little profitability left 
to reward the primary producer. UK farmers find 
themselves in a situation where it becomes harder 
and harder to succeed.

In Kent we have productive soil types, favourable 
climate, proximity to Europe and the population of 
the south east - and because of that, alongside our 
more extensive arable and livestock systems, we 
showcase horticulture in producing quality hard, 

soft and stone fruits, hops, vegetables and even 
wine. Yet Government and the public at large fail to 
recognise the vast investment required to sustain 
such enterprises and the colossal risk to which they 
are exposed through weather and the markets, to the 
extent that rewards to the farmer in a year like 2014 
were negative on a wide scale.

That is not the fault of the farmer – we have one 
of the most skilled production industries in the 
world –but if there are no profits then we lose out 
on environmental protection and delivery of many 
other public benefits. Farming is always the whipping 
boy, simply because it is at the visible end of the 
production process. So many problems would be 
addressed if some of the downstream profit could be 
restored to the farmer. 

Part of that process involves stimulating increased 
demand for quality British produce. Growing numbers 
of schools and hospitals, restaurants and cafés, 
nurseries and universities, are insisting on serving 
seasonal, local and good quality food but these 
examples are still the exception and only account for 
a small proportion of what is consumed daily. Public 
policy needs to support sound, safe jobs; proper 
protection of our soils and water; the creation and 
enhancement of space for nature and the production 
of quality food, meat and produce.

At Rural PLC (Kent) we champion food and farming 
systems in Kent where we believe many businesses 
have stepped up to the challenges of climate change 
and environmental loss. Rural PLC (Kent) produced its 
first Annual Report in 2012. Our Finance Director, Nick 
Holmes, highlighted that a massive one in seven jobs 
is reliant on the food sector and it is farming that is at 
the upstream end of the various processes. The scale 
of the multiplier effect in this industry is massive. We 
have input manufacturers feeding into production; 
production feeding into processing, followed by 
distribution to direct sales, supermarkets, retailers 
and a massive waste industry below all that.

We as a society like to feel that we have a stake in the process of providing a healthy 
countryside and healthy food. At the same time Society wants its food to be provided at 
the cheapest possible price. 

Chairman’s report
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Alongside the field to table cycle are the growing 
on-farm activities of diversification, farm energy 
and renewable, tourism and recreation. Nick 
Holmes points out that on the one hand it ought 
to be blatantly obvious why you would invest in 
Kentish farming. The balance sheet for Rural PLC 
(Kent) shows a massive market capitalisation that 
is comparable to a FTSE listed PLC - we have the 
obvious strategic benefits in that everybody needs to 
eat and land is a finite resource.

Couple this with an increasing requirement for 
development in the south east and you ought to have 
an investors dream. But - the reality is that is not how 
we are perceived because investors always require 
return on capital.

The return on capital in farming is and always has 
been very poor, and I stress again that there has to 
be recognition amongst both Government and the 
downstream businesses that without a secure food 
production sector there is a huge threat to large 
parts of the downstream economy and to the UK’s 
strategic food security.

Our initiatives at Rural PLC (Kent) include direct 
dialogue with industry influencers and a developing 
programme of work including production of a Rural 
Careers website and App, liaison with the three 
Kentish Universities over farm based research 
projects, a rural events calendar and showcasing 
some of the more innovative rural businesses 
around the county. The world of food production 
and the rural environment faces huge challenges. 
Government has to achieve profound engagement 
and not simply pay lip service to the issues. At Rural 
PLC (Kent), we believe that Kent can and should be 
at the forefront of the debate and we are constantly 
seeking the right areas in which to engage. In the 
financials, you will see that the strength of Kentish 
farming’s balance sheet has been sustained on the 
back of a strong land market, but the trading account 
has deteriorated, because of falling commodity 
prices and the stronger pound.

Farming means rural business on a wider base. If 
more businesses can achieve that objective, stronger 
voices will be heard. Kent is well placed to develop 
that objective.



Resources & Political Director’s Report 
Is anyone out there listening?
Welcome to the 2014 Annual Report which is now producing its third report.  I would 
like to introduce my role in the Board which as Resources Director is an exciting and 
challenging position.  As a Kent farmer and landowner myself I bring a wealth of 
experience and knowledge of the rural marketplace to this new post.

With a view to the ever changing political landscape 
and its effect on the farming and rural community, 
Rural PLC (Kent) produced an excellent election 
manifesto reminding politicians of the importance of 
food and farming.  This included ensuring that our 
own politicians here in Kent were up to speed with 
the bureaucracy faced by farmers and agents with 
the change of the Single Farm Payment system in 
May where focus has shifted from food production to 
environmental issues.

I have had the opportunity to talk directly to Damian 
Collins (MP Folkestone & Hythe) who living in the 
beautiful Elham Valley shares my concerns. His 
constituent farmers are now burdened with yet ever 
more red tape and legislation, at the same time as 
having their hands tied with the new support system 
that forces farmers to put a higher percentage of their 
land into environmental schemes.

Damian Green (MP Ashford) has also taken a great 
interest in the direction that farming is taking; he 
recently said “I am delighted that Rural Kent PLC is 
taking practical steps to improve the rural economic 
position in Kent, as this is really important for the 
overall success of the County”.

Nationally Liz Truss has been re-appointed as the 
DEFRA lead minister.  Sadly the days of Jim Pace and 
Richard Benyon, who were both knowledgeable, are 
long gone. Let’s hope that her team of George Eustice 
and Rory Stewart get quickly to grips with legislation 
which is currently strangling the farming community, 
and preventing them doing their job, which is primarily 
to feed the world.

Talking world markets, sadly the summer of 2015 has 
been a pretty desperate year for farming in Kent. The 
milk price has dropped by 15p per litre, wheat is now 
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soft fruit, top fruit and viticulturists the strength of 
the pound against the Euro is not helping.  Added 
to that the Russian ban on fruit, vegetables, meat 
and dairy products, and the political crisis in Ukraine 
makes exporting any of our excellent Kentish 
produce very difficult indeed.  Export eyes have 
fallen on far eastern markets, but these markets 
are already crowded as we compete against our 
European neighbours who have already made big 
inroads in this area.

2015 has seen excellent growing conditions and 
until recently when the rain started - a lovely 
summer.  However this is applicable to all our 
neighbours and when we in this country have 
bumper crops, sadly so does everyone else.

So what is the answer? Rural PLC (Kent) believe 
that farmers must continue to produce more good 
quality food as the population continues to expand 
and must start to take more interest in the ultimate 
destination of their products. 

Farmers are very good at talking prices down and 
not very good at getting the price they deserve. 
However nobody could have envisaged the Chinese 
stock markets going into free fall and this resulting 
in pressure being borne on all our markets especially 
our pig producers; China being one of their major 
export destinations.

In summary we need a Government that 
understands and can influence Europe, leading to 
farmers less strangled by red tape, pressure groups 
and environmental constraints.  We need our local 
politicians to feel involved in farming and lobby 
Europe and DEFRA on our behalf and we need 
innovative and entrepreneurial farmers who are 
constantly seeking new markets with the flexibility 
to change with the times.

Our farming and diversified businesses contribute 
to a healthy economy and, as the voice of rural 
business in Kent we will endeavour to make sure 
they stay that way.



Farming & Environmental 
Director’s Report 

Diversification, either within the traditional farming 
model or into other activities, is one way the forward 
looking grower can try and cope with falling prices.

Although there have been some big changes for arable 
growers over the last twelve months, for once the 
weather hasn’t been such a big feature in the South 
East. It might not have seemed like it at times, but 
we have been blessed with good growing conditions. 
Further up country growers have had a really wet time 
of it in 2015.

The big changes have been in the type of crops 
grown and rotations. Most of this has been driven by 
changes in European regulations due to CAP reform, 
but also by a need to adapt to problem weeds like 
Blackgrass. Spring sown crops feature more widely 
with a considerable acreage down to Spring Wheat, a 
crop that was hardly grown a few years back. Oilseed 
acreages have plummeted, on the back of an increase 
in Winter and Spring bean sowings. Another marked 
change is a swing to quality bread and biscuit wheat, 
away from the traditional animal feed varieties. The 
yield gap between ‘feeders’ or ‘quality’ wheat has 
narrowed, making the premium price more attractive, 
which is useful in a time of falling ‘base’ prices.

Hop growing is one crop that is bucking the trend, 
driven to an extent by the popularity of Micro or Craft 
Breweries. In Kent at the last count there were thirty 
seven brewers, which apart from Shepherd Neame, are 
all Micro by definition. The EU Protected Denomination 
of Origin, PDO, for the East Kent Goldings hops has 
been a major contribution to the recent success story 
for Kent hops.

All of this goes to show how Farmers are willing and 
able to adapt, or diversify, to business pressures. 
Climate Change will continue to mould the crops we 
grow in Kent and how we grow them. Who would 
have thought five years ago that apricots grown in 
Kent, along with sweet potatoes, would be coming 
forward in such quantities for supermarket to show an 
interest?

But the list of future possibilities keeps growing, from 
Carbon Capture, through Community Energy projects, 
to public access. In the past the best incomes from 
wooded areas came from Paint Ball weekends, but as 
that pastime starts to now look like a fad, the value 
of Access to the greater national health are being 
recognised, with Well-being being linked to increased 
personal health, both physical and mental. Ten percent 
of Kent is Woodland, giving rise to opportunities 
across our county to get involved in this new ‘low 
impact’ public access.   In Kent we are well placed with 
organisations like the Kent Downs AONB and the Kent 
Wildlife Trust, able to help landowners assess what is 
there now and work in partnership to enhance areas 
for generations to come. Coppicing, a backbone of 
large swaths on Kent in the past, ticks all the boxes 
going forward for employment, coping with climate 
change and biodiversity.

The Kingdom of Kent continues to be the ‘Garden of 
England’, but as we all know the best gardens are a 
mixture of vegetables, fruits, flowers, ponds, lawns and 
‘men in sheds’, truly diversified.

Over the last twelve months, spanning the produce of two harvests, the down turn of 
prices has been the dominant factor for farming in the whole of the UK. The falling 
farm-gate price of milk has made the news headlines on a regular basis, but behind 
these stories almost all sectors have been feeling the pinch.
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Take permitted development rights for example; 
the now consolidated 2015 General Permitted  
Development Order is a minefield. In the context 
of barns to be  converted in to houses  allowed by 
permitted development, there is great inconsistency 
of decision making, what one authority deems 
acceptable another will regard as “otherwise 
impractical and undesirable”. 

The Government wants to see lots of house built but 
there is no surprise that in areas where Community 
Infrastructure Levy has been introduced there is 
complexity and confusion  with continued tinkering 
with the regulations and charging schedules.

A further blow has been the recent High Court  
judgment which swept away the exemption for 
affordable housing payments for less than ten units.  
Interestingly this judgement is being challenged 
by two local authorities.  Again, other authorities 
are resorting to old policies to ensure section 106 
Agreements come in to play with contributions for 
affordable housing even on conversion of existing 
buildings; this was something the Government was 
seeking to end.

The jury is out on the policy announced 
by the Government  in July “Fixing 
the Foundation: Creating a More 
Prosperous Nation” which includes 
the idea of a “zonal system” to give 
automatic planning permission for all 
suitable brownfield sites.  Historically 
farm yards were not regarded as 
brownfield sites so it will be interesting 
to see whether any change is 
proposed.

On a positive note the Governments 
“Rural Productivity Plan” which has 
just been announced  which recognises 
the substantial and vital contribution 
that is made by rural areas to the 
tune of about 16% of England’s total 
output.  The document sets out a ten 

point plan which includes recognition of the vital part 
played by the broadband in the rural areas, the need 
for high quality mobile coverage, improved transport 
connections through road investment strategy, fairer 
funding for schools in rural areas with reshaping of 
post sixteen skill provision as well as an emphasis on 
apprenticeship.  The document also recognises the 
value of Enterprise Zones.

There is a stated intention for better regulation 
and improved planning for rural businesses and 
an intention that the government will introduce a 
fast track planning certificate for the principle of 
development for minor development proposals. 
Emphasis is given on planning for housing and the 
value of the Neighbourhood Plans.  

Although this is very laudable we have seen similar 
initiatives before but at least the focus is on the rural 
economy and does recognise the vital part played 
by the rural areas.  Alas the Plan provides no way of 
dealing with some of the die-hards in Town Halls who 
find flexibility of thought very difficult . Additional 
pressure is exerted by the Government’s further cuts 
reducing  staff and morale in the public sector.

The rumour is that planning is getting easier.  It is a delightful idea but the more the 
Government seeks to simplify, the greater the devil in the detail.  

Legal Planning Context



Human Capital  & 
Finance Director’s Report

‘Modern’ farming is making massive advances that 
are helping to feed the growing global population 
whilst at the same time implementing better 
environmental controls. Farmers and others whose 
workplace is in the rural sector know first-hand that 
we cannot progress farming without at the same 
time protecting the environment; biodiversity is an 
essential factor (hence the UN designating ‘2011-
2020 - Decade on Biodiversity’). 

The increase in world population including the UK 
(Kent is far from immune) puts further demand on 
farmers, growers and the support services. The key 
concerns relate to shortages of productive land, 
natural catastrophes (on the increase in the UK and the 
countries from which we import food) and ecological 
unsustainability. We also have to take into account the 
UK’s dependence on the fishing industry; at the current 
time demand exceeds domestic landings. 

Global population growth coincides with economic 
growth; good for the world’s poorest people but 
not without consequences.  China for an example 
remains the world’s second largest economy despite 
its current sensational economic problem. Yet it 

is still regarded as a developing country and per 
capita income remains a fraction of that in advanced 
countries. But the incomes of many of the 1.3 billion 
people in this vast country have already risen and 
one of the most notable offshoots relates to changes 
in dietary preferences.  China and other developing 
countries are eating more meat, dairy products and 
processed foods. 

What has this got to do with Kent’s rural sector and 
‘human resources’? Look at it this way: the latest 
statistics indicate that the UK is self-sufficient in 
very few foodstuffs and production of some fruit and 
vegetables has actually decreased.  (At the same 
time, it is good to note that self-sufficiency related to 
strawberries, raspberries and both cooking and eating 
apples is improving; all produce at which Kent excels.)  
We continue to labour under the delusion that we can 
make up shortfalls by importing more food, however, 
even the most optimistic statistics covering global 
food production suggest this is very unwise. 

It isn’t all worryingly black and there is some very 
good news. Hadlow College which is the county’s elite 
land-based college is recording an increase in the 
numbers of young people opting to study agriculture, 
at both higher and further education levels. The 
numbers applying for production horticulture have 
also increased.  The right numbers combined with 
the right applicants combined with the right training 
combined with the right technology combined with 
the right research will ensure Kent’s rural industries 
are at the forefront. 

Over hundreds of years farming depended on 
knowledge that was passed from father to son and 
it involved long hours and very hands-on, hard-toil.  
Then, in the 18th century, the Agrarian Revolution 
transformed the landscape, most specifically in 
relation to the Enclosure Act. Stock breeding became 

Despite television embracing ‘rural’ in ways that achieve excellent audience ratings and 
captivate viewers, far too many people still associate the rural sector with ‘cottage-
industries’; something akin to pre-industrial and agrarian revolutions. Certainly the 
majority of schools, careers advisors, parents and the young people themselves have 
(at best) limited understanding of the vastness, the diversity, the technology and the 
absolute excellence of our rural industries. 
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more regulated, crop rotation was controlled, iron 
implements replaced wooden ones, scientific 
research stations were set up and the industry 
produced regular reports.

Now in the 21st century farming is again undergoing 
massive changes and advances - we have what 
is being termed the ‘New Agricultural Revolution’ 
or ‘Precision Farming’.  Very simply, this involves 
producing more food using fewer resources 
whilst simultaneously reducing production costs.   
Variations in the field are managed accurately using 
high precision systems.  IT applications and high-
tech engineering are removing guesswork from the 
syndrome and the result is far greater exactness.  
Precision Farming has already made substantial 
advances – it is said to have moved from ‘good 
science to good practice’.  Precision Farming results 
in Greater sustainability and environmental protection, 
higher productivity with greater economic benefits. 

Large companies, SMEs and sole traders are 
investing in technology that is designed to improve 
and support agricultural processes. The size and 
complexity of the machinery and the range of 
technologies involved are mind-blowing. ‘Data’ has 
never been more important – this is not a reference 
to the endless form-filling required by DEFRA but up-
to-date information that dictates decisions, produces 
strategies and results in multiple benefits. 

Inevitably the sophistication and multiplicity of the 
technology that is destined to become a day-to-day 
part of farming is resulting in a reduction of staffing 
levels needed in some, but not all farming sectors. 
At the same time, employers are increasingly 
wishing to recruit graduates and other highly skilled 
entrants who understand the complexities of today’s 
high-tech machinery but are also well versed in 
a range of information technologies and other 
management resources.  

Hydroponics are already making very substantial 
contributions in Kent.  The UK’s largest, most high-
tech glasshouse complex is Thanet Earth where all 
the crops are grown hydroponically. The system is 
highly productive and pepper plants reach several 
metres in height and tomatoes reach over 15 meters 
in total.  They are fed a mixture of water and plant 

food with the amounts carefully calculated and 
account taken of the time of day, outside weather 
conditions, light levels and desired growth rate.  
The individual grower’s skills are related to getting 
the right balances and aided by technology and 
computer science in order to produce perfection.  

Another method, currently in its infancy, relates 
to aeroponics - growing plants in the air.  It is a 
long way from being a new concept having been 
developed by NASA to grow food in space.  Land 
is a vital commodity and some scientists believe 
that, with environmental controls, aeroponics 
could dramatically reduce energy requirements 
and eliminate the use of fertilisers and pesticides.        
This form of technology involves ensuring CO2, water 
and light are monitored precisely and controlled to 
produce maximum yields with minimum wastage.

Expressed simply, aquaponics are a combination of 
aquaculture and hydroponics. Fish and plants grow 
together in an integrated system, the fish waste 
providing organic food for the growing plants  and 
the plants provide a natural filter for the water in 
which the fish live. The third participants are the 
microbes (nitrifying bacteria) and composting red 
worms that thrive in the growing media. They convert 
the ammonia from the fish waste into nitrites, then 
into nitrates and the solids into vermicompost that 
provide food for the plants. Neat?  At the current 
time, aquaponics are in their infancy in Kent but 
interest is growing along with recognition that 
demand for fish is expanding.

Some estimates indicate that 70-80% of new farm 
equipment contains components directly related 
to Precision Farming.  At the same time, ‘drones’ / 
helicams  are providing farmers with real-time aerial 
imagery that identifies areas affected by drought, 
pests, diseases, irrigation malfunctions, flooding and 
other problems.

Farming – agriculture and horticulture will remain 
a way of life that will continue to attract dedicated 
people who produce an essential none of us can do 
without: food. Something at which the county of Kent 
has long excelled – currently excels – and will excel 
in the future.  



DEFRA’s Ten Point Plan for boosting 
productivity in rural areas  

Towards a one nation economy
In August 2015 DEFRA set out a ten point plan to help boost rural productivity, seeking to remove barriers and 
put in place the best possible conditions for England’s rural areas to thrive. Here is the plan.

01 02 03 04 05
Extensive Fast 

and Reliable 
Broadband 

Services

The Government is committed 
to delivery of super fast 
services of at least 24 
megabits per second to 95% of 
UK households and businesses 
by 2015.

£129M cash-back from the 
existing super-fast broadband 
programme will be made 
available to local authorities to 
reinvest in providing super-fast 
broadband coverage.

By the end of 2015 access to 
standard broadband will be 
available to anyone unable to 
get a service of at least 2 Mbps.

The Government will work 
with the Local Enterprise 
Partnerships and other 
partners to ensure that EU 
funding to support broadband 
infrastructure in rural areas 
can be targeted effectively to 
support growth.

The Government is considering 
making permanent 
planning 
relaxations 
introduced in
 2013.

High Quality, 
Widely 

Available Mobile 
Communications

The Government will work 
closely with industry 
to support further 
improvements to mobile 
coverage in the UK.

Modern Transport 
Connections

The Government will ensure 
timely delivery of its £15 
billion road investment 
strategy for 2015 to 2020.

Rural areas across England 
will also benefit from the 
Government’s £38 billion rail 
investment programme.

To support smaller airports 
serving regions across the 
UK, the Government is moving 
to the next stage of its 
competition for start-up aid.

Access to High 
Quality Education 

& Training

The Government will ensure 
fairer funding to schools, 
including those in rural areas.

The Government will turn 
inadequate schools into 
academies and improve 
their leadership, as well as 
target coasting schools for 
improvement.

The Government will invite 
local areas to participate in 
the reshaping, re-commission
and ongoing commissioning 
of local post-16 schools 
provision.

Expanded 
Apprenticeships 

in Rural Areas

The Government will increase 
apprenticeships in rural areas.

From April 2016 employers 
will not have to pay National 
Insurance contributions for 
most apprentices under the 
age of 25.

The Rural PLC (Kent) Perspective

Better business performance from proper 
ICT linkage and IT Investment.  A key 

Rural PLC (Kent) priority as stated in our 
aims.

The Rural PLC (Kent) 
Perspective

Particularly FOR Kent, 
rural links are critical 

as linked to strong 
ICT access across the 

county.

The Rural PLC (Kent) Perspective
Critical to meeting the needs of businesses 
in terms of skills and business growth.  The 
‘red tape’ around engaging with businesses 
must be simplified and also continuing to 

raise profile for
 rural careers.



05 06 08 09
Enterprise Zones 

in Rural Areas

In the current bidding round, 
preference will be given to 
proposals which involve 
smaller towns, districts in rural 
areas.

The Government’s ambition 
is that businesses in all 
Enterprise Zones in rural areas 
will be able to access high-
speed broadband.

The Government will work with 
LEP’s and other partnerships 
to promote the use of available 
funding.

07
Better Regulation 

and Improved 
Planning for Rural 

Businesses

Review the planning and 
regulatory constrains 
facing rural businesses and 
measures that can be taken 
to address them.

Carry out a sector specific 
review of regulations 
affecting agriculture and 
reduce farm inspections by 
2000 this parliament.

Take further action to 
ensure that planning 
decisions are taken on time.

Introduce a fast-track 
planning certificate process 
for establishing the 
principle of development 
for minor development 
proposals.

More 
Housing

Ensure local authorities 
put local plans in place for 
housing according to agreed 
deadlines and require them 
to plan pro actively for the 
delivery of starter homes.

Help our villages to thrive by 
making it easier for them to 
establish a Neighbourhood
Plan and allocate land for new 
homes.

Review the current threshold 
for agricultural buildings to 
convert to residential
buildings. Introduce a dispute 
resolution mechanism for 
Section 106 Agreements.

Increased 
Availability 

of Affordable 
Childcare

Work with local authorities 
and providers to ensure there 
is sufficient high quality 
childcare to meet the needs 
of parents in rural areas.

Invite high quality early 
expressions of interest to 
delivering 30 hours of free 
childcare to working parents 
and particularly welcome bids 
from rural areas that would 
like to be involved.

Establish a digital way to 
provide parents with easily 
accessible information about 
childcare in their area.

Devolution of 
Power

Encourage proposals for 
increased powers and greater 
freedoms to maximise 
economic growth from places 
across the country that put in 
place strong and accountable 
local governance.

The Rural PLC (Kent) Perspective

Important to ensure business investment from government 
is targeted and coordinated to benefit the highest number of 

individuals and businesses. Rather than focusing upon individual 
agendas in terms of both planning and investment.

The Rural PLC (Kent) 
Perspective

Fully supported to 
encourage flexibility in 

rural business.

The Rural PLC (Kent) 
Perspective

Fully supported providing 
there is a logical and 

structured plan to ensure 
maximum job creation in 

a systematic way.
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Pre-2015 Election Manifesto

Rural PLC (Kent) recognises that candidates representing all parties 
need – wish – to be informed and advised about the rural sector 

industries.

Rural PLC (Kent) 
recognizes that 

candidates representing 
all parties need – wish 
– to be informed and 

advised about the rural 
sector industries.

  Everyone needs food.  
We cannot live without food.

Our farmers and growers produce just 60% 
of the food we consume in this country. 
With helpful Government policies,            
this percentage can be increased.  

Our farmers and growers ‘manage’ our countryside and 
it is their work that defines the beautiful landscapes 
that are appreciated and envied all around the world.

The countryside affords 
recreational benefits. 

The countryside benefits wildlife – farmers 
voluntarily manage 677,000 hectares in order 
      to encourage and protect biodiversity. 

The countryside affords 
health benefits. 

    We must never forget the most    
   salient factor of all: the countryside 
is the workplace of thousands and 
thousands of people.  

Farming and the food 
sector industries provide 
more than 3.5 million jobs.

The net worth of farming in 
the UK was calculated to be 
£220bn (2012). 

The countryside is a valuable asset 
that benefits – in a variety of ways – 
every single person in this country.

The Context

Successive governments have failed to recognise the fundamentally crucial part played by the 
rural sector industries – most specifically agriculture and production horticulture. The new 
Government must position farming and food at the very top of its agenda.  

Rural PLC (Kent) was founded in 2011 on the commitment to create a voice and a platform for Kent’s food and 
farming sectors in recognition of the fact that both have the strength and scale to deliver more in economic 
and social terms.  

Despite UK farmers’ contributions  to the economy recording substantial growth - and farm output delivering 
simultaneous growth - Rural PLC (Kent) recognises that misunderstandings, misconceptions, unhelpful 
legislation and unwieldy administrative burdens – most especially in farming and related industries – impede 
investment. 

Since its launch in 2011 Rural PLC (Kent) has lobbied for a more conducive regulatory environment that 
encourages investment in skills, research and development and also provides more realistic assistance for 
farm expansion and diversification. By working cohesively, the intention is to grow, multiply and capitalise 
opportunities in the rural business sector.



The Government formed in May 
this year will face huge national 
challenges related to deficit 
reduction, the NHS, education and 
other public services, pensions 
and social security, defence and 
public order.  

At the same time the new 
Government must not fail to 
factor in the increasing challenges 
associated with climate change, 
population growth and food 
security.  Post the Second World 
War, successive governments 
have assumed that we can 
continue to import food, thus self-
sufficiency has not been an issue. 
This is an unsafe assumption for 
two main reasons; already climate 
change is resulting in disruptions 
to production systems in many 
parts of the world and, secondly, 
it does not take into account 

the effects of global population 
growth and rising per capita 
consumption.    

Farmers and growers are being 
challenged to produce more food 
using fewer resources with less 
dependency on oil. At the same 
time, as principal stewards of 
wildlife and the environment, 
farmers make inestimable 
contributions to human health, 
well-being and way-of-life. 
This vital, volatile combination 
reinforces the supreme 
importance of farming.  

The picture in regard to food 
sourcing, distribution and usage 
is complex.  Imports aligned to 
an advanced food chain enable 
UK consumers to have access to 
whatever they want at virtually 
all times of the year.  Statistics 

produced by DEFRA (published 
April 2014) indicate that, in 2012, 
24 countries accounted for 90% of 
UK food supply with just over half 
being supplied domestically from 
within the UK.  DEFRA estimates 
that UK food and drink waste is 
around 15 million tonnes per year; 
overall 15% of edible food and 
drink are wasted at an estimated 
cost of £480 per year for an 
average household. At the same 
time, obesity is on the increase 
in both adults and children thus 
putting additional strain on the 
NHS and other services.

The ‘Food Chain’ or ‘Supply Chain’ 
as currently presented fails to 
take proper account of the most 
fundamental and vital part of the 
chain; the farmers who produce 
the food.

The Considerations
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Call to Action

The new Government’s first 
unforgivable mistake would 
be failure to recognize the 
importance of the rural 
industries and the essential 
contributions made in economic 
and social terms. 

Without comprehensive 
understanding of the farming 
industry – specifically 
agriculture and production 
horticulture - the new 
Government will be unable to 
create the environment that will 
allow UK farmers to produce 
optimum performance. There 
must be a determination to 

achieve this understanding.

Legislation that benefits urban 
areas often disadvantages - 
and locks potential- in rural 
and semi-rural areas.  The new 
Government must prioritize 
recognition of differing needs 
and introduce sustainable 
legislation that takes full 
account of the differences. 

Industry and inward investment 
are fundamental to maximizing 
the potential of farm businesses 
and the support services. The 
new government must remove 
hindrances to investment and 

implement incentives. The 
new Government must take far 
greater account of regional and 
local differences and remove 
barriers that impact on rural 
industries.

The new Government must 
comprehensively review 
the obstacles that currently 
beset farming and hinder 
development. The National 
Farmers’ Union estimates the 
cost of regulation currently 
represents approximately one-
tenth of the net profit of the 
average farm – an unwieldy and 
unfair burden.



Actions Must Not Be Delayed

Successive governments have failed to recognise the fundamentally crucial part 
played by the rural sector industries – most specifically agriculture and production 
horticulture. The new Government must position farming and food at the very top 
of its agenda.  

The new Government must 
recognize urgent need to 
coordinate industry needs, 
skills levels, training and 
education thus removing 
current imbalances that 
result in skills shortages in 
some business sectors and 
oversupply in others. 

The UK farming industry – 
in common with the sector 
globally – is tasked with 
increasing productivity in light 
of population growth whilst 
simultaneously adapting to 
the benefits and drawbacks 
associated with climate 
change. The new Government 
must develop objective 
strategies to deal with these 
challenges whilst recognizing 
that some aspects of climate 
change may be very abrupt and 

violent with little or no warning. 

 The new Government must 
recognize the importance of 
providing public funding for 
additional research whilst 
at the same time develop 
incentives that encourage 
private sector investment. 

The new Government must 
encourage innovations that 
benefit the farming sector 
by providing a lucid and 
comprehensive framework of 
incentives and rewards free 
from gobbledygook and easy to 
access. 

Pre-election and potential 
referendum, The UK’s 
membership of the EU is 
uncertain pre-election and 
potential referendum. The 
new Government will lead UK 

negotiations in regard to the 
next Common Agricultural 
Policy (CAP) and it is 
imperative representatives are 
closely engaged in pursuance 
of reforms that will best 
serve the interests of British 
farming including the removal 
of the many complexities and 
uncertainties that beleaguer 
CAP.

The new Government must 
restructure DEFRA to achieve 
greater coordination and 
reduce capital wastage  There 
have been too many inadequate 
and costly  schemes that 
have proved unfit for purpose. 
DEFRA must take account 
of the needs of all farming 
businesses - whatever their 
size - in order to achieve 
consolidation.

19

An
nu

al
 R

ep
or

t 2
01

4



    Independent Legal Perspective 

CAP reform
This last year has seen the change 
from the Single Farm Payment 
Scheme to the Basic Payment 
Scheme and the application of  
guidelines relating to land eligibility 
for  entitlements, active farmer and 
greening requirements.  Natural 
England published guidance on the 
Countryside Stewardship Scheme 
and the terms and conditions 
for Countryside Stewardship 
agreements were published in July.

Funding
The Department for Environment, 
Food and Rural Affairs announced 
the sum of £8 million funding 
available to rural businesses 
to “help unlock the huge 
potential for growth in the 
countryside”.  It comes on the 
back of an announcement that 

the Government is to produce a 
Rural Productivity Plan which will 
boost productivity and ensure the 
countryside becomes an even 
more attractive place for people 
to live, work, start a business and 
bring up a family. 
Funding is through the Local 
Enterprise Partnership (LEP). 
Individual grants are worth 
upwards of £35,000 depending on 
the individual project. Many farms 
are looking to use these funds to 
diversify, given that in 2014 farms 
were the fastest growing tourist 
attraction.
If thinking of diversifying it is 
key to begin planning at an early 
stage by ensuring that specialist 
advisers such as land agents, 
planning experts, accountants 
and solicitors all work together to 
ensure the best result.  

It is essential to think of the 
potential tax implications, 
including the impact on eligibility 
for Agricultural Property Relief 
(APR).  For example, if old barns 
are converted into holidays lets, 
it might be sensible to review 
the farm business structure.  
Assets that are no longer eligible 
for APR could be placed into 
a partnership which is already 
eligible for Business Property 
Relief.  It is important to ensure 
business operations, as well as 
the underlying business structure, 
maximise the eligibility for all 
possible reliefs.  

Inheritance
It is always important to review 
succession planning. The 
inheritance tax (IHT) nil rate band 
is currently frozen at £325,000 until 
April 2018, and will continue to be 
frozen at £325,000 until April 2021. 
For deaths on or after 6 April 2017, 
the Government will introduce an 
additional IHT nil rate band (ANRB) 
when a residence is passed on 
death to direct descendants. 

Planning
Natural England and the Forestry 
Commission have updated their 
guidance on the treatment of 
ancient woodland and veteran 

With the overall longer-term economic outlook for farming positive and historic low 
base rates, many of our rural business and farming clients are investing in their future 
to improve efficiencies.  Throughout the country the price of farmland has increased 
and one of the key benefits of this has been to provide security for borrowing. It can 
be difficult for people to enter the industry, or to get funds, without having land to 
secure debt against. But for those with land, using it as security to secure loans for 
investment has helped boost many businesses. 
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trees when considering planning 
applications in England. This 
means that anyone who makes 
a planning application where 
there is a potential loss of ancient 
woodland or veteran trees will 
need to show that other factors in 
favour of development outweigh 
that loss.

Resolving Disputes
The Deregulation Act 2015 (DA 
2015) came into force on 26 May 
2015 providing for major changes 
to the Agricultural Holdings 
Act 1986 (AHA 1986).  It allows 
Third Party determination as an 
alternative method of dispute 
resolution to the current form 
of arbitration.  This will be a 
welcome step for tenant farmers 
as it provides a more cost 
effective and flexible method of 
resolving AHA 1986 disputes.  
Third Party determination 
therefore provides the landlord 
and the tenant with far more 
autonomy and flexibility to 
manage and control the way their 
dispute is handled and potentially 
avoiding the costs involved with 
more formal methods of dispute 
resolution.  

Employment
The pace of change in employment 
law has not showed any signs 
of slowing down and there have 
been a number of changes which 
impact rural businesses.
A package of measures intended 
to improve compliance with the 
national minimum wage and 
the national living wage (when 
the latter is introduced in April 
2016) has been announced.                   

Non-compliant employers 
will face higher fines and will 
potentially be disqualified from 
holding company directorships. 
The cost of employment is 
therefore set to rise for many.
The way holiday pay is calculated 
for some employees and for 
workers (including casual 
staff), has changed, particularly 
for those that regularly work 
overtime. Many employees may 
have been underpaid for holiday 
pay if an allowance for lost 
overtime was not included in the 
pay calculation.
Shared parental leave is now 
available, enabling both parents to 
take leave on the birth or adoption 
of a child, not just the mother. 

And finally new arrangements 
are in place to help employers 
support individuals on sick 
leave.  The Fit for Work Service 
provides occupational health 
assessments and is intended to 
assist employees who have been 
absent for four weeks or more, to 
return to work.  
Joanna Worby, Managing Partner, 
Brachers
Sarah Webster, Head of 
Agriculture & Rural Business
Brachers strong reputation of advising 
and supporting the agriculture sector and 
land based businesses has been built over 
a period of more than 100 years
Please note this summary is not a 
substitute for legal advice.  



    Independent Financial Perspective 

Looking at the Bank of 
England figures for total 
debt to UK agriculture 
and credit balances held 
to the end of June 2015 
they show some typically 
seasonal trends. Credit 
balances are down month-
on-month from end May 
2015 to end June. The 
Bank of England reports a 
dip of £83 million down to 
£5.925 billion, as farmers 
use their reserves to 
buy store stock and the 
necessary inputs to go into 
growing crops which are at 
a peak in the midsummer 
as they escalate towards 
harvest. However, 
comparing the year-on year 
figures, credit balances 
are up by £96 million from 
June 2014 – an excellent 
trend considering the lower 
farm gate prices we are 
seeing across the UK in the 
previous 12 months.

UK agriculture as an industry 
is a net borrower by around 
£11 billion. The trend for 
those who need to borrow to 
fund their business activity 
and infrastructure – who 
are of course the majority 
– continues upwards with a 
solid increase in total debt 

to £16.89 billion at the half 
year to end-June 2015. This 
represents an increase of 
just under 9% for the industry 
year on year, slightly above 
the usual 8% figure. The total 
debt figure for June is up 
by £165 million from May, a 
small but significant 1%.

If the reduction in credit 
balances and the increase 
in borrowing are combined, 
it means that UK agriculture 
required £248 million to fund 
itself through the month of 
June alone. It just goes to 
show that while there are 
both small and large farms 
and every farm has different 
funding requirements, not 
only by farming sector but 
also for farm diversification, 
as an industry farming is a 
huge national ‘going concern’.

The increase of just under 
9% reported by the Bank of 
England is broadly in line 
with recent year on year 
comparisons. Likewise, 
increased borrowing is 
the usual trend through 
summer, as farmers await 
harvest income and the large 
autumn sales of store cattle 
and lambs are yet to begin. 
Therefore the increased trend 
is likely to continue to the end 
of the year, when traditionally 

“ 
Comparing 

the year-on year 
figures, credit 
balances are up by 
£96 million from 
June 2014 – an 
excellent trend 
considering the 
lower farm gate 
prices we are 
seeing across the 
UK in the previous 
12 months.”
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there is a reduction in overall 
bank debt – that trend is 
expected to remain, albeit 
the reduction in debt may not 
be a significant as in recent 
years as farming income will 
be down overall in 2015.

One of the unmanageable 
forces farmers are having 
to face as we move into 
winter are the very flat 
global commodity prices 
for most farm-gate produce, 
tie that into the ‘unknown’ 

of the new Basic Payment 
Scheme and the degree of 
uncertainty is reflected in 
the current confidence levels 
of the industry. Those two 
factors alone combine to give 
less confidence to invest in 
infrastructure and expansion 
but increased borrowing 
demand for working capital 
among farms. It is important 
in times of tight markets to 
analyse your business to see 
if it is, or likely to become 

cash negative. Farmers 
should put budgets together, 
identify their working capital 
requirement and talk early 
to their bank, this way they 
can concentrate on running 
their business, knowing 
that baring further dramatic 
market movements or 
unexpected events they have 
the cash to operate in the 
coming months.



Stephen Ibbotson kicked-off 
by welcoming Lord Maude 
and introducing ICAEW as an 
organisation whose members 
advise over 1.5 million 
businesses across the UK and 
explained that accountants are 
the second biggest source of 
export advice -thereby making 
ICAEW an important stakeholder 
for Government. 
In his opening remarks, the 
Minister said that entrepreneurs 
around the world now considered 
the UK a great place to set-up 
business but that a renewed 
emphasis on boosting exports 
was needed if the UK was to 
successfully address its trade 
deficit over the coming years.
Lord Maude argued that the 
whole of Government should 
contribute to the push towards 
increasing exports and that 
UKTI and UKEF needed to 
remain flexible, innovative and 
open-minded in their approach 
to supporting businesses. It 
was agreed that private sector 
advisers should continue to 
play a leading role in advising 
businesses wishing to compete 
abroad and that this should 
be complemented by a more 
commercially aware UKTI. Lord 
Maude mentioned that BIS was 
looking at how agencies similar 
to UKTI were operating in EU 

countries and would draw on best 
practice examples to better tailor 
UKTI services. 
The Minister argued that the 
“UK brand” was highly regarded 
around the world and that the 
business community and the 
Government should work hand-in 
hand to continue to promote it. 
What ensued was a free-flowing 
conversation between delegates, 
the Minister and UKTI and UKEF 
officials. Delegates from SMEs 
argued that they valued the work 
of Government in supporting 
them but that more needed to be 
done to lower the risk associated 
with exporting. The Minister 
stressed that he was particularly 
interested in promoting high-
value exports and that part of 
this would be achieved not only 
by getting first time exporters 
to start exporting but also by 
ensuring that existing exported 
continued to expand their 
overseas operations. Both the 
Minister and delegates argued 
that the Government was good at 
delivering big infrastructure trade 
deals but that trade delegations 
could do more to support SMEs 
doing business abroad and 
ensuring companies that export 
continue to do so.
The support made available 
to e-commerce companies 

was identified by a number of 
delegates as a weak point in the 
Government’s current framework. 
The Minister took this point on 
board and argued that whilst 
a lot of progress had been 
made in terms of digitalisation 
of Government services more 
needed to be done.
UKEF argued that the agency’s 
role was primarily to complement 
the private sector and that 
peer-to-peer support should 
play a greater role in the push to 
export more. UKEF underlined 
the fact that the majority of its 
senior management was from 
the private sector and that it was 
therefore well-equipped to deal 
with the needs of businesses. 
However UKEF’s representative 
argued private banks’ decisions 
to lend was out of their control 
and remained a critical factor in 
enabling companies to export 
more. This was echoed by 
delegates running SMEs who 
highlighted the difficulty in 
accessing finance and also the 
complexity of the process.
To conclude the Minister thanked 
ICAEW and the delegates for their 
feedback and input and said he 
would be looking to follow-up on 
the ideas that were expressed at 
the meeting.

On Monday 26 October, The ICAEW held a roundtable discussion for members with an 
interest in exports. The event gave them the opportunity to engage and hear from the 
new Minister of State for Trade and Investment, Rt. Hon Lord Maude.

Export Context with ICAEW



HOW MANY CAREERS ARE THERE IN 
THE RURAL SECTOR?

IT’S MORE 
THAN YOU’D 
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FOOD PRODUCTION

LIFE IS WHAT 
YOU MAKE OF IT. 
LET’S MAKE YOUR CAREER COUNT.
Kent Rural careers is a website to help you find your perfect 
career.  Why not take a look at the huge range of opportunities 
available. Many of them will be familiar, others will make you 
think and some may give you an idea for the career path you are 
looking for. Your future could just be a couple of clicks away. 

We now have a brand new app as well. Visit the app store or 
Google play store and download the app now.   
Available for iOS and Android devices. 

WWW.KENTRURALCAREERS.COM
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Kent by Numbers

Kent land mass is 
around 900,000 
acres, approximately 
1,360 sq miles

85% of Kent is 
classified as rural

The population of Kent is 1.73 
million people, within around 
600K households, which is 
the largest population of any 
English county

Kent has 
17 MPs, 
along with 
10 MEPs 
who cover 
the South 
East.

74% of rural businesses 
employ 0 to 5 people

150,000 people work within 
Kent’s rural area

Basic Facts

Business Currently there are 53 Kent 
Farmers Market Association 
markets, with over 640 stalls 
Produced in Kent have over 
300 members, with gross 
sales of £400m

MARKET

35 micro, or craft as the 
American’s call them, breweries 
in Kent at the last count

Farming
There are 553,000 acres of 
farmland in Kent

There are 2767 
farm holding in 
Kent

66% of farm 
holdings 
in Kent are 
smaller 
than 120 
acres46,000 people employed in 

the land based sector

36% of businesses in Kent are 
based in rural areas, of which 
half are non rural in nature
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14,000 people 
are directly 
employed in 
Agriculture & 
Horticulture, 
with a gross 
output of 
£500m in 2011

Kent is the principle area 
for the 
production 
of 
Hazelnuts, 
the local 
variety is 
known as 
the Kent 
Cobnut.
There are about 250 acres of 
Kent Cobnuts in Kent, grown 
in Plats rather than Orchards 
most of which are between 
75 and 100 years old.

40% of UK grown Top Fruit is 
produced in Kent

Environmental

Apricots, Chillies, Sweet 
Potatoes and Olives are 

just some 
of the newer 
crops                                
now being                                
grown in Kent.

Kent is unique in that more or 
less every crop that is grown 
in the UK is grown in Kent. 
Sugar Beet is about the only 
exception.

Kent along with Cornwall 
are the only two peninsular 
counties in England, both of 
which are the only counties 
where you would normal add 
‘ish when referring products 
from these two counties.

Kent is one of the most 
wooded counties in England
10% of the county is woodland, 
of which 88% is broadleaved

Kent has 
350 miles of 
coastline

22% of Kent is within two 
AONB’s, the North Downs 
AONB & the High Weald AONB

Less than 
2% of Kent 
is covered 
in buildings

The Isle of Sheppey in 
Kent is home to the only 
population of scorpions 

in the UK. 
There are 
around 

10,000 tiny 
yellow-tailed 

scorpions living in the walls 
of the Sheerness Docks, who 
despite global warming have 
not left the island since they 
arrive on trade boats in the 
18th Century.

Kent has more than 18,400 
listed buildings, more than 
any other county in the UK



Email: info@ruralplc.com    Website: www.ruralplc.com           @RuralPLC_Kent    


