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ABOUT THE ASSOCIATION OF LABOUR PROVIDERS (ALP)
ALP (www.labourproviders.org.uk) is a trade association promoting responsible recruitment and good practice
for organisations that supply the workforce to the consumer goods supply chain across the food processing,
horticultural and wider manufacturing, industrial, warehousing and distribution sectors.
ALP member organisations supply approximately 70% of the temporary contingent workforce into the food
growing and manufacturing supply chain. Many of these workers progress to form the permanent workforce
for UK industry. All organisations that supply labour into these sectors are required to be licensed by the
Gangmasters and Labour Abuse Authority (GLAA).
ALP’s members predominantly provide unskilled workers and semi-skilled workers. Market pressures mean
that unskilled work is either at, or very close to, national minimum wage (NMW). For many years these irregular
low-paid jobs have been largely filled by migrant workers, able to earn more than they can in their home country.
Depending on region EU workers make up between 70 and100% of workers supplied by labour providers, the
remainder being British nationals and those migrants from non-EU countries that have been given right of
residence in the UK.
Labour providers operate in a very competitive market largely resulting from the downward pressure on costs
exerted by the consumer goods supply chain. It follows that margins are thin, although just adequate to allow
efficient businesses to continue. The actual hourly rate charged by a labour provider to the hiring client for the
supply of temporary workers is ultimately a commercial agreement. Any agreed rate should take into account the
particular costs of supply. Hirers of temporary labour that pay unrealistically low rates are knowingly or recklessly
conniving in illegality as these rates can only be achieved either through worker exploitation or tax evasion or both.
ALP makes available the Complyer Audit Tool to enable the supply chain to assess and monitor the practices of
UK labour providers. ALP, with NSF International and many retailers and brands is currently developing Clearview
(www.clearviewassurance.com), a global labour provider social compliance certification scheme.
The ALP is the lead development partner in the “Stronger Together” initiative. Stronger Together was launched in
October 2013 as a business led multi-stakeholder collaborative initiative to equip UK employers and recruiters with
the practical knowledge and resources to tackle modern slavery in their business and supply chains by providing
free good practice guidance and tools through www.stronger2gether.org. The project sponsors are all the main UK
supermarkets Aldi, Asda, Co-op Food, Lidl, Marks & Spencer, Morrisons, Sainsbury’s, Tesco and Waitrose.

NOTICE
This document has been prepared by the Association of Labour Providers (ALP) and is issued on the basis that it is
for information purposes only. ALP does not provide any assurance as to the appropriateness or accuracy of sources
of information relied upon and does not accept any responsibility for the underlying data used in this report.
The opinions and conclusions expressed in this report are those of ALP. Should anyone choose to rely on this
report, they do so at their own risk. ALP will accordingly accept no responsibility or liability in respect of this
report to any person.
No person is permitted to copy, reproduce or disclose the whole or any part of this report unless required to do
so by law or by a competent regulatory authority.
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INTRODUCTION
Industry requires a sufficient labour supply to survive and thrive. An insufficient labour supply will result in
a contraction of the UK agricultural, food and drink sectors.
Access to labour will be a cornerstone of future government industrial strategy in the run up to and aftermath
of EU exit. This paper provides context, outlines key national policy considerations and makes a series of
recommendations with regards to securing future supply of labour.

NATIONAL POLICY OPTIONS TO ADDRESS LABOUR SUPPLY CONSTRAINTS
Labour supply constraints may be addressed at national level as follows:
1. Reducing unemployment – policies to incentivise those individuals claiming unemployment benefit to return
to work. UK unemployment is defined as those actively seeking work within the last 4 weeks and available to
start work within the next 2 weeks.
2. Increasing economically active individuals within the existing population - There are 8.8 million people aged
from 16 to 64 who are economically inactive (not working and not seeking or available to work).
3. Reducing underemployment – Underemployed individuals are those who want to work more hours at the
going wage rate. The UK has the seventh highest rate of underemployment of the EU28 states at around 5.7%
with over 1 in 5 people working in elementary occupations underemployed.
4. Increasing hours worked by economically active individuals who do not consider themselves underemployed
but who would work extra hours if available.
5. Regularising undocumented workers – enabling access to work for those individuals that have entered or
remained in the UK illegally and for whom there is no reasonable prospect of agreed deportation.
6. Extending working life – policies which promote young people to start working earlier such as apprenticeship
schemes and extending the working life such as removing the statutory retirement age.
7. Immigration – increasing permanent or temporary access to overseas labour.

LABOUR SUPPLY AND DEMAND – THE CURRENT POSITION
Labour shortages in the horticultural and food production sectors since the EU Referendum result have been
the most severe since before 2004 when the A8 state nationals were given the right to work in the UK. This
labour shortage is due to a combination of both labour supply and demand factors. Further evidence and details
of labour shortages are contained in the ALP paper EFRA Labour Constraints Inquiry - ALP additional evidence
submission.
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LABOUR DEMAND
According to current Office of National Statistics data:
n

The employment rate (the proportion of people aged from 16 to 64 in work) is 74.8%, the highest since
comparable records began in 1971. The employment rate among men, 79.5%, is the highest since 1991,
although well short of the record 92.1% of 1971. The employment rate among women is at an all-time
record of 70.2%.

n

There are 777,000 job vacancies.

LABOUR SUPPLY
n

There are 31.95 million people in work – 381,000 more than a year ago. Of these, 28.3 million are UK born and
3.55 million non-UK born. 2.32 million non-UK nationals are from the EU and 1.23 million from outside the EU.

n

The unemployment rate (those unemployed as a proportion of those in work plus those unemployed), is the
lowest since 1975 with 1.54 million unemployed people, 152,000 fewer than a year earlier. In many rural
communities where horticultural work is situated, unemployment is less than 2%, with, to all intents and
purposes, a full employment economy existing.

n

There are 8.83 million people aged from 16 to 64 who are economically inactive (not working and not seeking
or available to work).

n

According to Eurostat figures, the unemployment rate across the 28 countries in the European Union is 9.5%,
compared to 10.2% a year previously. The key labour sourcing countries for UK labour have falling jobless rates
and are below the EU28 average. Europe’s top economies are competitors for EU migrant workers and of these,
Germany has one of the lowest eurozone jobless rate at 3.9%.

The ALP made an evidence based submission to the EFRA Feeding the nation: labour constraints inquiry
including a survey of labour provider members which found that:
●

21% of labour providers do not expect to be able to source and supply sufficient workers for summer 2017

●

4 out of 10 client businesses have had to increase wage rates to attract workers

●

●

●

Over 1/3 of labour providers believe that the quality of labour is worse than 12 months ago as opposed to
less than 1 in 10 who say that it is better
2 out of 3 labour providers have had to invest more money and resources into sourcing workers thereby
increasing the cost of labour
Over three quarters of labour providers believe that there will be insufficient or lower quality workers in
2017 compared to 2016.
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OTHER KEY FACTORS IMPACTING ACCESS TO LABOUR
n

Access to EU workers
●

●

●

n

Since 2014 there have been no new labour markets supplying into the UK. Romania and Bulgaria are the
current principal sourcing regions for new workers into UK food and horticulture.
Since the referendum result the pound has devalued significantly against the euro meaning that the
exchange value of wages for EU workers has fallen by over 10%, more than counteracting the national living
wage increase.
Since the referendum result there has been a rise in openly expressed anti-migrant sentiment, from
shopfloor banter up to and including hate crime; negative briefings by certain EU states’ media to their
citizens regarding working in the UK and a delay in the commitment to EU workers currently in the UK
due to UK/EU exit negotiations. These all combine to create uncertainty regarding future employment
opportunities and a feeling amongst EU nationals that they are not welcome in the UK anymore.

The UK benefits system and other legislation directly or indirectly dissuading individuals from working or from
working longer hours
●

●

●

●

The rigidity of the UK benefits system dissuades many unemployed people from taking up irregular work
or increasing hours. In effect a “Dependant Class” has been created where it is not financially beneficial for
these people to work. The Universal Credit being rolled out across the UK over a period of years is designed
to address this by introducing flexibility and to ensure that increased work undertaken means increased pay.
Whilst figures are not readily available, it is understood that around three quarters of those claiming
unemployment benefits also claim disability or single parent benefits. This potentially indicates a limitation
on the type of work that these individuals can undertake or that additional support may be needed.
Current employment tax and national insurance policy discourages a proportion of workers from working
longer hours. Hitting the tax and NI threshold acts as a catalyst for a proportion of workers to cease
working.
National Minimum Wage Regulations require piece rate workers who work set hours to have their pay
topped up to the national minimum wage within the pay reference period. This has the effect of barring
slower workers and indirectly discriminates against and impacts older workers and those with disabilities
disproportionately.

CONSEQUENCES OF LABOUR SHORTAGES
The consequences of labour supply shortages since the EU Referendum have been:
n

A smaller pool of workers to select from resulting in a lower quality workforce and lower spoken English and
comprehension levels.

n

Increasing employer focus on workforce planning, recruitment and retention strategies to source and secure
labour supply.

n

Labour providers investing in candidate resourcing and increasing efforts to source labour from rural Bulgarian
and Romanian communities and exploring opportunities in EU countries with high unemployment rates.
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n

Increased labour costs:
●

Increased labour sourcing costs as labour providers need to invest more in advertising and recruitment costs.

●

Increased wage rates to attract and retain a labour force

These labour cost increases compound the already spiralling labour cost increases of the national living wage 5 years of around 7% per annum; the accelerator effect of the national living wage increases across the whole pay
bill; pension auto-enrolment and apprenticeship levy costs.
n

Higher turnover as workers are presented with availability of other work options.

n

Peak period supply challenges, which as yet have not significantly impacted on food production, but have
added cost in terms of extra overtime hours.

n

Increased production costs passed on as higher retail selling prices and consequent food inflation.

Future consequences of continued labour shortages and labour cost increases will be:
n

A labour shortfall to meet the Summer and Christmas peaks.

n

An increase in business failures – “Up to 7,803 UK food and drink manufacturers are now in a state of financial
distress following the introduction of the National Living Wage, revealed insolvency firm Begbies Traynor” Food
Manufacture October 2016”.

n

Growers and food producers moving overseas to where labour supply and labour costs are more favourable to
business. During an ALP webinar 41% of food growers and producers stated that to cope with the increasing
cost of labour they would need “to substantially change the way we operate to survive”.

n

Increased automation to replace manual jobs. However, in many businesses, particularly smaller and medium
sized ones, due to small margins the return on investment case cannot be justified. In many horticultural
sectors such as soft fruit automation is estimated to be at least 10 years off.

n

Lost opportunities for import substitution and export, particularly in a time of favourable exchange rates.
This is contrary to Government policy to put trade at the heart of its agenda and the ambitions and objectives
of the International Action Plan for Food and Drink, the International Food Plan and the Great British Food Unit.

RECOMMENDATIONS TO INCREASE ACCESS TO LABOUR
1. REDUCING UNEMPLOYMENT
Government should continue to implement policies to incentivise individuals claiming unemployment benefit
to return to work and for businesses to reintegrate long term unemployed into the world of work.
n

Integrating the benefits system with HMRC Real Time Information reporting to ensure that unemployed
people can transition into work by taking up temporary and irregular work on a week to week basis and for
this to be financially beneficial and administratively straightforward.

n

Government should enable labour providers and employment businesses in England to use the
apprenticeship levy to fund retraining and access to work payments for the long term unemployed and for
those on national programmes providing work opportunities to harder to reach sectors of the community
such as young workers, ex-forces, individuals with disabilities, ex-offenders etc.
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n

The Department of Work and Pensions (DWP) should work at a strategic and national level with industry
sectors. There should be a dedicated access to employment website for each sector created, funded and
operated in partnership with the agricultural and food sectors. This should detail entry choices into work;
outline career opportunities and pathways; detail trailblazer and other apprenticeship options; promote the
sector as a career of choice and be a point for the industry to coalesce around to promote these sectors.

n

DWP account managers should work together at a local level with employers to proactively provide work
opportunities within the local community, to access untapped sectors of the market such as students in
higher education, to connect with Jobcentres in urban centres and regional areas where unemployment
remains at a higher level and also to be connected on a wider level with national programmes.

n

Government should address how the National Minimum Wage Regulations constrain the availability of work,
particularly:
●

●

●

Older and disabled workers should not be indirectly discriminated against by the design of the piece rate
scheme rules for time workers. The requirement to top up wages to the national minimum wage means
that only young, fit, fast working workers can be employed;
The accommodation offset rules should be re-examined in detail so that employers are able to assist their
employees by providing them with somewhere decent to live at reasonable market rates rather than only
being able to economically provide the lowest standard of shared accommodation;
That provision of optional transport to work by employers and labour providers should not be prevented
by an unintended consequence of the legislation but instead the transport fare should be allowed through
deduction from wages.

2. INCREASING ECONOMICALLY ACTIVE INDIVIDUALS WITHIN THE EXISTING POPULATION
n

Government should research the demographic of the 8.83 million people aged 16 to 64 who are
economically inactive and develop, consult on and implement a range of policies to motivate a proportion
of these to seek and return to work.

n

There is a significant difference between the current male employment rate of 79.5% and the 92.1% of
1971. Research should indicate what the potential employment rate for both men and women could
reasonably be in today’s society and implement policies to work towards this.

3. REDUCING UNDEREMPLOYMENT
n

Government should research why the UK has the seventh highest rate of underemployment in the EU28
with over 1 in 5 people working in elementary occupations underemployed. From this government should
develop, consult on and implement a range of strategies to reduce this underemployment.

n

Employers and labour providers should survey their workforce to gain a greater understanding of those
workers who consider themselves underemployed and, working with employee representatives, implement
new patterns of working to address this shortfall.

n

Government should accelerate the rollout of the Universal Credit and ensure that the benefits system
rewards those who work extra hours rather than perversely incentivising individuals to limit their working
week to 16 hours as has been the case. Increased work undertaken should mean increased pay.
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4. INCREASING HOURS WORKED BY ECONOMICALLY ACTIVE INDIVIDUALS
n

Employers and labour providers should survey their workforce to gain a greater understanding of those
workers who do not consider themselves underemployed but who would work extra hours if offered and
implement new patterns of working to address this shortfall.

n

Government should examine whether the national insurance primary thresholds limit hours worked by
economically active individuals. Certain businesses limit the working week of their employees to avoid NI
payments. Currently, due to the NI free limit, workers can work around 20 hours per week or full time for
27 weeks per year at the national living wage rate without incurring any national insurance costs. Any new
policy should not add cost to business or workers.

5. REGULARISING UNDOCUMENTED WORKERS
n

For want of more current data, the London School of Economics research put the number of illegal workers
in the UK at the end of 2007 at 618,000, with a range of 417,000-863,000. Recent estimates put the
number of additional illegal migrants entering the UK at 150,000 a year. Government should research and
publish the current levels of those present illegally within the UK with appropriate demographic analysis.

n

Government should develop a strategy and series of policies to regularise and enable access to work for
those individuals that have entered or remained in the UK illegally and for whom there is no reasonable
prospect of agreed deportation.

n

As a general rule, asylum seekers are not allowed to work in the UK but they can apply for permission to fill
a shortage vacancy if they have been waiting for over 12 months for an initial decision on their asylum
claim. Attempts were made during the passage of the Immigration Bill 2015-16 to relax these restrictions,
but they did not have Government support and were unsuccessful. Government should re-examine the
ability of refugees and asylum seekers to access work.

6. EXTENDING WORKING LIFE
n

The Government should continue to develop and implement policies which promote young people to
start their working careers at an earlier age, whilst continuing their educational development, such as
apprenticeship schemes and apprenticeship degree schemes.

n

The most significant impact of young persons’ health and safety legislation has been that companies are
deterred from employing young people. Many businesses arbitrarily state that they do not employ workers
aged under eighteen for “insurance” reasons. The efficacy of such legislation should be re-examined. Gov.
UK websites should clearly state the legal position regarding employing young workers and straightforward
guidance on ensuring safety.

n

Policies to extend the working life such as delaying access to state pensions and removing the state
retirement age have been successful. According to recent research almost three quarters (73 per cent) of
employees expect to work beyond the traditional retirement age, up from 67 per cent in 2016 and 61 per
cent in 2015. Activities to promote employment of older workers such as second career schemes should
continue and be enhanced.
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7. IMMIGRATION –TEMPORARY OR PERMANENT ACCESS TO OVERSEAS LABOUR
a. Current EU nationals living in the UK
There is a broad consensus around the official Vote Leave position that there should be “no change for EU
citizens already lawfully resident in the UK. These EU citizens will automatically be granted indefinite leave
to remain in the UK and will be treated no less favourably than they are at present”. Polling for British Future
found that 84% of the British public supports letting EU migrants stay – including three-quarters (77%) of
Leave voters – with any future changes applying only to new migrants.
Since the referendum, the Government has delayed making a specific absolute commitment on EU nationals
right to remain, on the grounds that it needs to seek reciprocity for British nationals in the EU. Theresa May
has stated that “We want to guarantee the rights of EU citizens who are already living in Britain, and the rights
of British nationals in other member states, as early as we can. I have told other EU leaders that we could give
people the certainty they want straight away, and reach such a deal now…it is the right and fair thing to do.”
There will be many complexities about how to implement this in practice, as highlighted in questions posed by
a recent British Future led inquiry.
n

Government should lay out these practical challenges in an inquiry and seek an initial call for evidence prior
to working up more detailed plans for consultation.

b. Free movement of EU workers post EU EXIT
Since 2004 the UK economy has benefited significantly from labour market access to A8 and A2 nationals
and the food and agricultural sectors have become reliant on these workers. ALP, together with most industry
representatives, supports continued free movement of EU workers post EU exit. Free movement of EU workers
is the outcome to be desired, however it is understood that any long-term commitment to this post-EU exit is
politically challenging in a referendum in which immigration and control over borders was a central theme and
in the context of Government policy to reduce net migration to less than 100,000.
n

The cliff edge of barring access to EU workers to work in the UK from the date of EU exit will wreak havoc
on the UK food supply chain and many other sectors. The new government should put in a phased approach
to allow industry and national policy to adapt to this change. There is synergy in making this phased
transitional period the same as when a new member state joins the EU i.e. five years extendable to seven
years on demonstration of evidence of significant adverse labour market impacts.
The EFRA Committee published report Feeding the nation: labour constraints published on April 27 2017
warned that: “It is vital that the labour supply available to the agriculture and horticulture sectors does not
suddenly dry up as a result of any uncertainty caused by the new immigration arrangements instituted
following the UK’s exit from the EU. We note the promise made to us that this will not happen”.

n

The EFRA Committee report highlighted that: “It is apparent that the statistics used by the Government are
unable to provide a proper indication of agriculture’s labour needs. These statistics must be reviewed by the
end of 2017 to give the sector confidence in the adequacy of the official data on which employment and
immigration policies will be based after the UK leaves the EU.”
The government should commit to creating an evidence based approach to the setting of immigration
policy and quotas post EU exit. The role of the Migration Advisory Committee should be enlarged to
perform this function.
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n

Political policy on immigration should be supported by a wide ranging and pioneering programme of social
policy initiatives to drive community cohesion. A fundamental foundation of such a strategy, and one which
will also increase the available workforce is the ability to speak English of all non-UK born nationals who
have been given permanent leave to remain; those seeking residency, those EU nationals seeking to remain
and those seeking to work in the UK in the future.

n

The current Biometric Residence Permit (BRP) should become mandatory for all non-UK nationals working
in the UK. The BRP contains biometric residence permit biographic details (name, date and place of birth)
and biometric information (facial image and fingerprints), and shows an individual’s immigration status and
entitlements while they remain in the UK. This will enable all employers to use the free online government
BRP checker to establish right to work and support the Government’s policy to make the UK a more hostile
environment for those not legally entitled to be or to work in the country.

c. Seasonal Workers’ Scheme
The EFRA Committee report Feeding the nation: labour constraints, concluded that “The weight of evidence
from a range of agricultural and horticultural businesses indicates that their sectors are facing considerable
difficulties in recruiting and retaining labour. We do not share the confidence of the Government that the
sector does not have a problem: on the contrary, evidence submitted to this inquiry suggests the current
problem is in danger of becoming a crisis if urgent measures are not taken to fill the gaps in labour supply.”
n

The ALP is supportive of the introduction of sector based Seasonal Workers’ Schemes or Guest Worker
Programmes. Horticulture is one sector where such a scheme is required but this is not the only one –
there are potential needs in salad packing, meat and fish processing and other more specialised sectors.
These permit based quota schemes should be authorised by the Migration Advisory Committee for specific
sectors that can demonstrate a seasonal or other peak workers requirement which cannot be met through
local supply.

Seasonal Workers’ Schemes satisfy the dual objectives of meeting industry’s urgent need for a workforce
without increasing net migration flows. Evidence shows that seasonal workers return to their home nation
at the end of the season of work.
n

Whether introduced in 2018 or 2019 such a scheme will be needed in the foreseeable future in the
horticultural sector. The EFRA Committee “noted the Home Office’s assertion that a new SAWS could be
introduced very quickly—in five or six months—once the need for such a scheme had been identified.”
Defra should convene a multi-stakeholder group comprising the Home Office, industry and trade association
representatives to design this Seasonal Workers’ Scheme ready for implementation.

n

A new Seasonal Workers’ Scheme should, through its structural design, correct the failings of the previous
Seasonal Agricultural Workers’ Scheme (SAWS) which was abolished in 2013, particularly with regard to the
prevention of exploitation of workers. The ALP, in its paper “Building a Model Seasonal Workers’ Scheme”,
lays out many of the considerations to be taken account of in designing a new scheme.
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d. Sector/skill permit based schemes
Theresa May has made clear that “Brexit must mean control of the number of people who come to Britain
from Europe”, that the “process must be managed properly so that our immigration system serves the national
interest” and “What the British people voted for on 23 June was to bring some control into the movement of
people from the European Union to the UK. A points-based system does not give you that control.”
n

There should be a nationwide consultation led by the Migration Advisory Committee across all public and
private sectors and all skill levels to identify shortage occupation lists.

n

A sector/skill permit based scheme should be implemented to address industry’s needs to fill these shortage
occupations.

n

Macro skills and education policy should be developed to address these skills shortages in the medium to
long term.

n

Using the Migration Advisory Committee shortage occupation data and other research, Defra and industry
representatives should collaborate to form a future vision for promoting UK food and farming sector careers
and to determine future skills and training policies.

n

Employers wishing to engage workers through a sector/skill permit based scheme should be required to
meet certain conditions such as:
●

●

●

All vacancies sought to be filled through sector/skill permit based scheme must be advertised locally and
nationally through the Jobcentre for at least one month.
Employers above a certain size threshold must be able to demonstrate that, for the shortage occupation
roles that they are seeking to fill through the scheme, they are using the apprenticeship levy to address
this skills shortage and to meet their future workforce requirements.
Each employer wishing to use the sector/skill permit based scheme is assigned a Department of Work
and Pensions (DWP) account manager to be working together proactively to provide work opportunities
within the local community, to regions where unemployment remains high and to engage with DWP
schemes to provide employment opportunities to harder to reach sectors of society.
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