Knowing to Grow: Working Paper 2

The state of skills for UK horticulture
Production horticultural is the most labour intensive part of UK agriculture, employing a huge range of
skills and professional specialisms. This briefing focuses on the horticultural workforce, summarising
the best available data on work and skills in the sector, including reported shortages. These are the
issues that the Knowing to Grow project focuses on, seeking to understand horticulture’s skills
problem and how they might evolve in future. Initial findings and results are shared in this series of
Working Papers; companion papers present stakeholder views on the challenges and strategies for
addressing them. The project focuses on businesses growing fruit and vegetable – the edible or
production sector – although it is not always possible to distinguish data on this and ornamental or
landscape horticulture. Certain information is not readily available for horticulture specifically, in
which case data reported for the wider sector – agriculture and land-based industries – is included.
Key points:
 There are significant gaps in data and labour market intelligence for the horticultural industry.
This has been exacerbated by the cessation of sector skills reporting, and is particularly
problematic given the industry’s high proportion of seasonal and migrant workers which are
typically under-monitored and reported.
 The permanent workforce is likely to be dominated by older males, whilst seasonal staff are
over-whelmingly non-UK citizens.
 Although high pay roles are available, averages salaries in production horticulture are
historically lower than for other land-based sectors, and the national average.
 In recent years production horticulture has reported seasonal roles going unfilled. The
number of unfilled vacancies reported is greater than the number of recruits available
through the seasonal workers pilot in 2019.
 Levels of skilled work in horticulture are not matched by formal qualifications amongst the
workforce. Lack of formal entry requirements and high costs of training each individual are
thought to be among the reasons for this.
 Numbers of undergraduates studying horticultural subjects has declined since 2014.
 The sector faces skills related challenges common across the UK economy, with additional
pressures from being rurally located.
 Over the next 10 years the horticultural workforce is projected to reduce in overall number,
but increase in overall skills needs with a shift towards more specialist and technical roles.
Recruitment pressures will continue due to the significant proportion of the current
workforce close to retirement age.
The workforce
The UK Government’s farm business survey shows that 40,614 people were employed in edible and
ornamental horticulture during 2017, 13% of the total agricultural workforce. Of these 46% were
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employed on a casual basis; horticulture employs at least 40% of all those casually employed in
agriculture.1 The ONS has noted the difficulty of stating accurately how many people work in seasonal
roles in agricultural industries in the UK as there is no official data source.2 The UK land based sector is
typically dominated by small enterprises with less than 10 employees, and a relatively high proportion
of self-employment.3 In 2009 89% of production horticultural businesses (edible and ornamental)
were identified as micro-businesses, employing less than 10 staff.4 But overall, the sector has larger
businesses than average for UK agriculture. Welsh data does not distinguish numbers employed by
farm business type, but a survey of 120 growers found that 70% or more have less than 5 full time
staff.8 The profile of jobs within agricultural businesses are distinct from the wider economy with a
concentration ‘in the middle’ – 48% skilled trade occupations compared to 11% in all sectors. This is
balanced by a lower proportion of managerial and professional occupations.5
It has been suggested that the horticultural workforce is ageing, with the average age for businesses’
key decision makers being 55.6 Agricultural occupations do tend to have an older than average
workforce, and to be male dominated.7 The proportion of people aged 45+ working in agriculture has
been increasing since the early 2000s.8 The agricultural sector typically has a relatively low number of
new start-up enterprises, with inter-generational transfer a key entry route.9
A precise breakdown of the workforce by nationality is unavailable, particularly due to difficulties
tracking seasonal employees and as ONS employment surveys do not include all agricultural
establishments10. The number of non-UK EU nationals employed in agriculture overall, rose steadily
between 2011 and 2015, to more than 22,500, although this is thought to be under-estimated.11 A
survey of major labour providers administered by the NFU, suggests that in 2017 99% of seasonal
workers in horticulture were non-UK nationals, with the majority of those from Romania and Bulgaria
(67%).12 At its close in 2012 the Seasonal Agricultural Workers Scheme was providing over 21,000
workers from overseas, almost its total quota. The pilot of a replacement scheme is open to 2,500
seasonal workers in production horticulture during 2019-20.13 The NFU and others campaigned for
reintroduction of the scheme, and continue to highlight the potential for controls on migration from
within the EU to be detrimental to the industry.14
Pay and conditions
It is difficult to identify a typical salary for horticultural jobs, due to the wide range of occupations and
lack of sector-wide reporting. Some roles include accommodation or other non-salary benefits which
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are reflected in pay. Indicative information is available from a leading website publicly promoting
horticultural vacancies. For 64 nationally advertised permanent grower roles, salary ranged from
£15,000 to £70,000+ per annum. Not all of those in the lowest band were trainee roles or inclusive of
accommodation. More than 60% of posts were concentrated in the £20-40K bands.15.
For ornamental businesses, the HTA provides benchmarking information on pay and conditions. This
suggests the industry pays salaries comparable to those for similar roles in other sectors.16 For the
edible sector, the annual ONS employment survey provides some insight as data is broken down by
standard business identification categories.17 In 2018 the mean annual gross salary for employment in
the industry category ‘Growing vegetables, roots and tubers’ was £20,847, and for ‘Plant propagation’
businesses it was £19,432. Both are lower than average for all employees within ‘Agriculture, forestry
and fishing’ of £22,366, and considerably less than the mean national salary of £29,832. In 2012
Lantra suggested that the gap between hourly wage rates for the land-based sector and the national
average had widened, although noting complications around accurate data on wages levels,
particularly for seasonal roles.18
Historically, production horticulture has been perceived as a low pay sector, with widespread
casualisation.19 There have been known and prosecuted cases of exploitation including modern day
slavery.20 Although the cessation of the Agricultural Wages Board in England in 2013 removed sectorspecific regulation of wages, since 2016 they are subject to living wage regulations. The labour
intensity of production horticulture means that increases in the living wage have significant impacts
on businesses’ profit margins.21 Labour costs represent a significant proportion of producers’ costs,
which in such a tight margins sector where producers have less influence than those they supply,
might create pressure to reduce employee benefits.22 These workers may be particularly susceptible
to exploitation given their isolated work sites, migrant status, and reliance on employee provided
accommodation.23 Piece rates and performance bonuses can considerably increase earnings for those
on minimum wage or in seasonal roles. Ongoing shortages have encouraged some growers to
enhance the conditions they offer workers.
Labour shortages
As noted above it is difficult to know exactly how many people work in the sector, particularly in
seasonal roles. In 2018 the UK Government began surveying horticultural businesses in England to
assess their need for seasonal labour.24 Of those needing seasonal labour, (between 25% and 36% of
respondents) the proportion reporting a shortfall varied between 26% and 34% depending on the
time of year. The shortfall ranged between 7 and 51 person days. Earlier data is available from the
NFU survey of seasonal labour recruiters. As a voluntary survey not including businesses directly
recruiting staff, this is expected to under-estimate recruitment. The survey found that during 2017
recruiters filled 30,600 horticulture positions, but advertised 35,000, leaving at least 4,000 unfilled.25
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A survey of production horticulture businesses in 2007 found a very high level of hard to fill vacancies
– 64% of all vacancies, compared to 30% for all sectors, and 40% for agriculture, forestry & fishing.26
The same survey found that lack of skills within the existing workforce was less of a concern to
employers in production horticulture. Agriculture, Forestry & Fishing businesses typically have a high
proportion (29%) of skill shortage vacancies - low numbers of applicants with required skills.27 Labour
market information has not been reported on a sector-specific basis since 2014, and Lantra no longer
publish skills assessments for agriculture, forestry and fishing.
Qualifications and training
Compared with averages for the whole UK economy, a higher percentage than average of people
working in agriculture, forestry and fishing have no formal qualifications.28 It has also been the sector
with the third lowest proportion of employers providing training.29 2008 data for production
horticulture (edibles and ornamental) suggests that 25% of workers had no qualification, whilst only
58% had qualifications Level 2 or above.30 However, this does not reflect the level of skills required to
work in the sector. Lantra accounted for this mismatch between qualifications and skills within landbased industries by pointing to a lack of formal entry requirements and lack of occupational
regulation.31 They also identified that cost of training each employee is the highest of any sector,
presenting a potential barrier to provision. Other reasons for lack of engagement with training are
suggested to be lack of awareness of provision and availability, and difficulties covering staff absent
for courses.32 Formal training accessed within land based industry has been found dominated by
regulatory requirements. In addition, it may be that the nature of these businesses mean they lack
inherent incentives to prioritise skills development.
Employer surveys have found that fewer agricultural businesses than average across the economy
report skills gaps in their workforce (10% compared to 13%).33 However, research in Wales34
suggested at least 40% of food businesses experienced technical skills gaps in their workforce, and
suggested the need for approximately 75,000 additional skilled workers in the food chain in
Wales by 2020. Future skills needs for land based industries have been suggested as business and
management skills (e.g. project or risk management), ICT and science with a move to
professionalization and more technical roles.35 Lantra’s last forecasts highlighted the likelihood of
increasing demand for people skilled in business skills such as leadership, marketing and finance
alongside technical and job-specific skills.36
A range of further and higher education courses are directly linked to careers in horticulture, or
focus on its specialist knowledge. For 2019 entry 22 institutions were offering undergraduate/post18 courses focused on horticulture or crop science.37 Of those focused on horticulture specifically 8
were degree level, 5 HNDs, 4 HNCs and 7 foundation level. For post-16 education 48 institutions
were offering a total of 122 horticulture focused courses or programmes for 2019.38 Of these 38%
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were apprenticeships of any level, 56% were diplomas of any level, and RHS certificates, HND, BTEC
or skills programmes.
Educational Level
Bachelors degree
Diploma
Foundation level

No. of courses for
2019 entry
15
1
8

Course Title

No. of courses
for 2019 entry

Agronomy and crop science
Agricultural & Crop Science
Agriculture - crop
management or production
HNC
4 Agriculture -Precision Crop
Technology
HND
5 Applied Horticulture
TOTAL
33 Horticultural Science and
Management
Horticulture
Horticulture - Commercial
Horticulture – Landscape &
garden design
Horticulture – plant science
Table 1: Post-18 /undergraduate education provision for horticulture and related subjects

1
2
3
1
1
2
16
2
2
3

Data is available on numbers of students enrolled across different subject areas; standard reporting
groups of courses in the UK’s standard classification, in this case Agricultural Sciences. Figure 1 shows
trends in numbers studying subjects directly relevant to careers in horticulture, and suggests an
overall decline in uptake since 2014.39 During this period no students were recorded studying organic
farming. Across this period the number of undergraduates studying any subject in the broader
category ‘Agriculture & Related subjects’ remained fairly consistent at around 15,000. This means that
the proportion of students on horticultural degrees as a proportion of all agricultural students has
decreased from 1.6% in 2014/15 to 0.9% in 2017/18. It is not clear whether declining numbers of
student enrolments is due to fewer places being offered, the cessation of course provision, or failure
to attract students to available courses.
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Challenges
Some of the issues facing production horticulture are not unique to this sector. The UK as whole has
been identified as suffering from insufficiently skilled labour entrants, and a mismatch between skills
supply and demand.40 In 2009 Lantra41 summarised issues in the production horticulture labour
market as:
 dominance of capital intensive micro-businesses
 high levels of self-employment
 high levels of seasonal working
 outdated image linked to difficulties recruiting
 workforce dominated by older and male workers, and
 low levels of formal qualifications.
Whilst much of this characterisation would still apply, since then the issue of the UK exiting the EU
and related changes to labour migration patterns has dominated and driven debate on the sector’s
workforce. Declining availability of migrant and seasonal workers affects horticulture more than other
agricultural sectors, and is unlikely to be fully eased by the pilot scheme. Production horticulture’s
challenges in recruiting and retaining adequate skilled staff pre-date the vote to leave the EU, and are
influenced by wider socio-economic forces. As a predominantly rural industry, horticultural employers
face the challenge of attracting workers to locations where accommodation costs are high and service
provision poor, or require long commutes.42 The RSA suggests that resolving such challenges will
require the industry to engage more with wider debates about the changing nature of work, and to
consider issues of quality. Further detail on these challenges is explored in Working Paper 3.
Future trends
Although employment within agricultural industries has long been declining, forecasts suggest
increases in employment in the sector driven by expansion and the high proportion of employees
near to retirement age.43 The changing nature of jobs in the sector is also seen to create pressure to
draw greater numbers of new recruits.44 However, others note insufficient detail on the numbers of
new-entrants required to secure agriculture’s future, or the profile of skills required.45 Projections
suggest that by 2030 the UK will have 12,400 more people employed in agriculture, a 0.3% increase
from 2018, compared with a projected 1.1% decrease for the EU overall.46 The profile of agricultural
employment is also predicted to shift, with a significant decline in number of low skilled roles, and
considerable increase in high skilled ones.
The trajectory for production horticulture specifically will depend on developments within the
industry, and policy decisions. For example, tight controls on immigration might affect operations to
such a degree that growers go out of business, relocate overseas or invest in automation. Some
suggest that the current government’s approach towards food production is likely to result in a
smaller, more skilled labour force, less reliant on large numbers of staff, with greater use of
technological solutions and consolidation into fewer larger businesses.47 An alternative route would
40
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be to promote increased domestic production of fruit and vegetables, thereby increasing demand for
horticultural labour. This would extend pressure to allow a supply of migrant workers, or require
innovative work to attract a domestic workforce.48
As this paper has demonstrated, the availability and accuracy of data on work and skills in horticulture
is currently inadequate to provide a reliable picture of the state of the sector. Any future trends
predicted on the basis of this data are therefore susceptible to inaccuracy. The sector is also
particularly vulnerable to political decisions yet to be resolved, leaving the future even more
unpredictable.
Read all the working papers from this project:
https://www.cardiff.ac.uk/sustainable-places/research/projects/knowing-to-grow
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