
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

ROYAL ASSOCIATION OF BRITISH DAIRY FARMERS 
Dairy House, Unit 31 Abbey Park, Stareton, Kenilworth, Warwickshire, CV8 2LY 

Tel:  02476 639 317  E-mail: office@rabdf.co.uk    www.rabdf.co.uk 

 

Charity No. 213782, a company limited by guarantee and registered in London under No. 13393 

 

Submission to the Environment, Food & Rural Affairs Committee 
 

Inquiry into Labour Constraints in Agriculture & Horticulture 
 
 
About RABDF 
The Royal Association of British Dairy Farmers (RABDF) is the sole UK charity focused on practical 
dairy farming, helping to create a profitable and sustainable sector.  It has unique relationships 
throughout the dairy supply chain and provides the joint secretariat with Dairy UK of the All Party 
Parliamentary Group for Dairy. 
 
Background 
While many agricultural sectors rely on seasonal unskilled labour, especially around harvest, the 
requirements of dairy farming are very different.  This is mainly due to the daily ‘harvest’ of milk 
which demands 24-7 attention year-round, relatively high levels of skill and an acquired knowledge 
of the farm and animals.  The ability of UK dairy farmers to source domestic labour to fill roles in 
their businesses has progressively declined in recent years; now, many workers on dairy farms come 
from central or eastern Europe, an arrangement that has worked well for both employers and 
employees. 
 
RABDF is concerned that with the UK’s pending exit from the European Union, access to a large 
workforce meeting dairy farming’s specific requirements will be lost.  This could have significant 
impact on the UK’s c. 13,000 dairy producers and their production of what is a tenth of Europe’s 
total milk supply.  Furthermore, the production of milk is responsible for 80,000 jobs within the 
British food and drink sector, creates a turnover of £6 billion, and supplies around 36% of our daily 
calcium requirements. 
 
With UK self-sufficiency for dairy products at only 77% and ambitions from New Zealand and Ireland 
among others to increase their exports to the UK, a decline in domestic dairy production arising from 
a lack of labour could lead to long-term displacement of domestic production from imports. 
 
To explore this issue in more depth, RABDF undertook a survey of UK dairy farmers in 2014 when the 
prospect of an EU referendum was first raised, and again in 2016 after the referendum had taken 
place.  It has also conducted a survey via YouGov in 2017 of the British public, to determine 
willingness to work on dairy farms. 
 
The dairy farmer surveys found an increasing reliance on semi-skilled and skilled labour from central 
and eastern Europe between 2014 and 2016, and rising concern among producers over the future 
potential loss of access to that labour.  The consumer survey indicated a fundamental lack of 
willingness among the general public to entertain the typical working environments found on a dairy 
farm, such as jobs involving animals or machinery, locations in rural areas and relatively unsocial 
working hours.  These findings are wholly supported by a wide range of reports issued over the past 
decade on the image and profile of farming, and changing expectations among the wider UK 
workforce. 
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Current evidence 
RABDF through the NFU has given evidence to the Migration Advisory Committee underlining the 
real and specific needs facing the dairy farming sector.  We were disappointed with the subsequent 
report that did not appear to believe that the use of migrant labour particularly from Central and 
Eastern Europe was an issue and more or less dismissed the dairy farming sector’s concerns. 
 
Consequently RABDF working with Kite Consulting and using a different database supplied by Ian 
Potter Marketing Services have conducted a survey of over 1000 UK dairy farms in the last quarter of 
2017 to address some of the issues that have arisen from these previous surveys.  This once again 
indicated that more than half of dairy farmers are experiencing difficulty at some level with 
recruiting staff – a quarter to a significant and intense degree. 
 
A possible “cliff edge” shortage of labour for UK dairy farms of all sizes is predicted suggesting that 
over a third of the UK’s milk is produced on farms that employ foreign staff, almost all of whom 
could move or return to EU countries post Brexit. 
 
The dairy farms surveyed produce over 2.23 billion litres of milk – 15% of the UK’s overall annual 
volume – and have between them nearly 270,000 cows.  While a total of 11% of employees were 
non-UK nationals (521 from 4635 total employees including family labour), almost 17% of dairy 
businesses have foreign workers within their workforce.  More than half of these non-UK workers 
are in skilled/highly skilled positions of herdsmen or herd managers. 
 
Any shortage of labour from overseas following Brexit would also affect all sizes of farm.  While 
larger farms would be more impacted, the survey indicates 40% of farms with a total of 5 employees 
or fewer currently rely on at least one non-UK worker in their team:  all but 8 of these in the sample 
experienced difficulties with recruitment. 
 
However the reliance on non-UK labour varies across the UK.  The highest was in the South East of 
England, where overseas workers formed 22% of the labour employed on farms surveyed.  The big 
milk fields of the South West, North West and Scotland were relatively similar at between 10 and 
13% with Welsh respondents relying slightly more on non-UK labour at 16%. 
 

Region 
Number of farms 

surveyed with labour 
Total 

workers 
Total non-UK 

workers 
% non-UK 
workers 

Scotland 108 500 66 13 

Northern Ireland 38 90 5 6 

North West 178 854 89 10 

North East 76 337 5 1 

West Midlands 107 437 39 9 

East Midlands 54 243 7 3 

East Anglia 9 55 7 13 

Wales 137 567 91 16 

South West 258 1197 152 13 

South East 41 205 46 22 

Not specified 12 150 14 9 

Total 1018 4635 521 
Average 
11.2% 
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Conclusion 
Labour issues have shot to the top of the list of challenges for many dairy farms after the Brexit 
referendum.  The ready and steady supply of skilled, dedicated foreign workers is critical to the 
success of the sector and its long term prosperity.   
 
Thus if anything the view of RABDF is that the labour situation post the Brexit referendum has got 
much worse, largely due to uncertainty.  For example it had been a tradition that when a non-UK 
worker returned to their home country they would recommend a particular person to follow in their 
footsteps.  This has stopped. 
 
So we believe that the labour constraints have become more critical and there is no evidence 
anything that is being done by the Government is helping.  It is perfectly true that until the UK 
actually leaves the EU nothing has changed but that is not how migrant labour or the specialist dairy 
recruitment agencies see the situation. 
 
Part of the difficulty is that there still appears to be confusion between seasonal workers who are 
key in some food producing sectors compared to the skilled/highly skilled permanent needs of the 
dairy farming.  Without a rapid solution to this problem there will be a negative impact on the 
economic viability of the sector. 
 
RABDF appreciates that the dairy farming sector needs to address its underlying lack of 
attractiveness of the sector as a career option to the domestic workforce.  However Government 
needs to recognize that this is not a “quick fix” option – a survey of the general public conducted by 
RABDF in 2017 found that only 4% were willing to consider the type of job roles found on a diary 
farm. 
 
RABDF hopes that this response is of use and would be delighted to provide any further assistance. 
 
Yours sincerely 
 

 
 
Tim Brigstocke 
Policy Director 


