
Chapter 1 

Money Mania and 

its Deadly Impacts  

Farming as a smash-and-grab 

industry  

Farm! The word is so homely, creating a nostalgic vision of 
waddling ducks splashing in a farmyard pond, an orchard red 
with ripe apples, a barn full of hay and straw, and cows 
munching in a paddock. Most farms are not at all like that, 
because commercial pressures have forced farmers to 
specialise, and to replace their highly skilled workers with 
machines.  
 This has happened because of a fatal flaw in the way we 
calculate costs. We do not have a system for pricing goods 
according to the real cost of producing them. Why not? It’s 
due, I think, to a legal system that privileges personal 
property rights over community rights. Persons, and 
corporations, acquire rights to extract, process, manufacture 
and sell commodities, without reference to the potential 
harmful impacts of those commodities, or to the future lack 
of commodities because they are finite. Ownership rights are 
vested in the here and now, are not held in trust for future 
generations.   
 When Henry Ford and the other early manufacturers of 
tractors ushered in the end of the age of horse power, they 
priced those tractors according to farmers’ ability to pay. It 
would have been commercially crazy for manufacturers to 



increase the prices of their tractors to include sums for 
compensating those same farmers and their communities for 
the harm tractors caused to soils (compaction in the wet, 
open acres of flyaway dust in dry times); the harm to rural 
villages and small towns (machines taking people’s jobs); the 
harm to future energy availability (tractors run either on 
fossil fuel, or on diesel produced from plants which compete 
with food crops for land).  
 ‘Commercially crazy’. These words are at the heart of our 
dilemma. Ever since we humans began devouring resources 
at a faster rate than they can be replenished, it has been 
deemed commercially crazy to even try and cost them 
properly. There is no Earth Protection Organisation with the 
power to limit or stop the extraction of irreplaceable, finite 
resources. The lack of enforceable governance has enabled 
smash-and-grab to prevail.  
 Laws that criminalise smash-and-grab robberies against 
businesses and householders are common around the world, 
but there is a stark absence of laws to protect our communal 
and only planet. This is the dilemma illuminated by Garrett 
Hardin in his article ‘The Tragedy of the Commons’. Hardin 
argued that individuals acting independently, and solely and 
rationally consulting their own self-interest, will deplete a 
shared limited resource, even when it is clear that it is not in 
anyone’s long-term interest for this to happen.1 

 The misappropriation of resources, and the consequences 
of past misappropriations, threaten the survival of humanity 
itself. We could live without the throwaway gadgets of 21st 
century technology, but not without food and water, and 
future supplies of both are looking uncertain.  
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 Water and soil are critical factors in the production of 
food. Both water scarcity and floods can be lethal. Fresh 
water amounts to just 2.5% of the total water on planet 
Earth, and more than two-thirds of that was, in 2011, frozen 
in glaciers and ice caps. Only 1% of the Earth’s water 
resources are available for drinking, irrigation and industrial 
processes, the US charity The Water Project reminds us.2 In 
industrialising countries, about 90% of sewage and 70% of 
industrial wastes are discharged untreated into rivers and 
streams, making the water dangerous for drinking or 
irrigation.  
 Soil degradation maps, produced by the United Nations 
Environment Programme and the International Soil 
Reference and Information Centre, present an alarming 
picture. Many of the maps date from the 1980s, and the rate 
of degradation has since quickened in many regions of the 
world. The maps, available from the United Nations Food and 
Agriculture Organisation,3 show soil degradation country by 
country. The Soil Degradation Assessment accompanying the 
maps reports that “*i+n South East Asia, virtually all land is 
regarded as degraded, more than 80% of it to at least a 
moderate degree. Ninety per cent of the long-settled lands of 
Europe are degraded to some degree…. Fifteen countries 
have 99-100% of their land severely degraded.” 
 Brazil, the vast country from which China seeks more and 
more food, already had 7.29% of its land area severely 
degraded and another 2.40% very severely degraded. Most 
of the land that has escaped substantial degradation is in the 
Amazon basin under rain forest that the earth needs to 
retain, for its related roles in regulating climate and removing 
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carbon dioxide from the atmosphere, as well as for its rich 
variety of plant and animal species.  
 Worldwide in 2010 about one person in seven was 
frequently hungry, according to the Food and Agriculture 
Organisation. Food riots were a feature of the late ‘00s such 
as those in the Mozambique cities of Maputo and Chimoio, 
which erupted in August 2010 when wheat scarcity caused 
bread prices to soar by over 30%, soon after steep rises in 
water and energy costs.4 Violent riots sparked by surging 
food prices, and fuelled with political frustration, destabilised 
Tunisia and rocked Algeria5 in January 2011. On the other 
side of the Atlantic in Central America, approaching half of all 
children in Guatemala6 were malnourished as 2010 turned 
into 2011. Guatemala is a neoliberal dream, home to foreign-
owned factories – maquiladoras – assembling and packing 
textiles and foodstuffs, where workers’ rights are routinely 
ignored and their wages are low and not always paid.7  
 Almost everyone says they want to end world hunger, but 
there are conflicting visions of how this should be done. 
Corporations like Monsanto see a genetically modified 
future: industrial farming technologies, multinational 
farmers. Permaculture exponents such as David Holmgren8 
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prioritise sustainability and the health of our planet, and 
argue for agricultural methods to accord with natural 
ecological systems. Mono-cropping or companion planting? 
Synthetic or natural fertilisers? The vision of future food 
production as a factory technology appears to take it for 
granted that fuel, power and synthetic chemicals will 
continue to be available at reasonable cost, but the Peak 
Oilers, of whom I am one, believe that the end of easily 
accessible, falsely cheap fossil oil is approaching. How can 
farming deliver enough food for all when fossil-fuel energy, 
on which modern agriculture depends, is running out?  
 Food production and trade in the 20th century was a 
historical anomaly based on the destructive exploitation of 
oil. Fossil oil is a resource created over some 75 million years, 
mainly in the Carboniferous period, 360 million to 286 million 
years ago. We are using up this precious resource up to 
370,000 times faster than it was created.9 Our civilisation 
depends on oil. Our food depends on oil.  
 The profligate use of finite oil for long-distance food 
exports means that farmers in northern latitudes who seek to 
supply local food needs have to compete with producers 
from all over the world, such as salad growers in sunny Spain 
and industrial-scale grain producers in the Mid West of the 
USA. In the United Kingdom, subsidies from the national 
government and later from the European Union (EU) saved 
agriculture from total collapse.  
 Farming in the UK remains heavily dependent on public 
funds, which are determined by the European Union. Wales, 

                                                           
9
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majority of the world’s easily accessible oil is likely to have been extracted 
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Northern Ireland and Scotland would scarcely have any 
commercial farming, were it not for subsidies. In Wales, 
subsidies are nearly twice as big as the total income from 
farming, the amounts which farmers and their families have 
to live on and to invest in their businesses. In Northern 
Ireland, subsidies are 30% larger than total income from 
farming. Even in England, the dominant force in UK farming, 
subsidies are more than two-thirds as large as total income 
from farming. Public funds are keeping people in work in 
farming: in Northern Ireland almost one worker in 17 is in 
agriculture, and in Wales one in 23.  
 
Table 1 Farm income and subsidies in the UK, 2009 C
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England 14,568 8,591 5,977 3,058 2,059 67.3 0.56 1.40 

Wales 1,133 918 215 181 330 182.3 0.37 4.29 

Scotland 2,261 1,589 672 589 587 99.7 0.75 2.51 

Northern 
Ireland 

1,343 1,039 304 243 317 130.5 1.20 5.71 

United 
Kingdom 

19,305 12,137 7,168 4,069 3,293 80.9 0.61 1.59 

Intermediate consumption refers to the costs of producing the gross 
output.  

Sources: Agriculture in the United Kingdom 2009, DEFRA, from 
tables 2.2 and 11.2. Subsidies as % of total income from farming 
have been calculated from data in the published tables.  

 



 The World Trade Organization, which we have allowed to 
dictate the terms of international trade, does not regard food 
as essential to national security. Weapons, yes, but food, no. 
The European Union, heavily influenced in this regard by 
pressure from France, has aided the survival of farming in 
regions not blessed with many natural advantages for 
agriculture, but in 2005 began a long process of cutting 
subsidies. The previous subsidies were related to the output 
and size of each farm, but they were all bundled into a ‘single 
farm payment’, which between 2005 and 2012 replaces the 
previous payments regime. The single farm payment comes 
with obligations for recipients to look after the environment, 
and is ‘modulated’ every year. This means that the payments 
are reduced by specific percentages, the aim being to cut the 
overall costs of the European Union’s support for agriculture.   
 In the context of the declining availability of subsidy 
money, the UK’s degree of self-sufficiency in many important 
food categories fell between 2000 and 2009. Potatoes self-
sufficiency declined from 88% in 1998-2000 to 84%, and for 
fresh vegetables the ratio fell from 71% to 59%. The ratio for 
fruit rose, but only from 10% to 12%, or less than one portion 
in every eight that people in the UK consume.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Table 2 Food self-sufficiency in the UK, 1998-2000 and provisional 
for 2009 
Ranked by the self-sufficiency level in 2009 

Commodity Self-sufficiency % 
average for 1998 

to 2000 

Self-sufficiency % 
2009, provisional 

Linseed -14 153 

Milk products 310 128 

Barley 130 112 

Wheat 118 108 

Milk 102 103 

Oats 110 102 

Poultry and poultrymeat 91 91 

Oilseed rape 92 88 

Sheep and lambs, mutton and lamb 99 88 

Potatoes 88 84 

Cattle and calves, beef and veal 81 83 

Hen eggs 94 79 

Sugar beet and sugar 71 64 

Fresh vegetables 71 59 

Pigs and pigmeat 78 52 

Fresh fruit 10 12 

Source: Agriculture in the United Kingdom 2009, DEFRA, from tables 
in Chapter 5, Commodities 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Chart 1 Food self-sufficiency in the UK, 1998-2000 and provisional 
for 2009 

 
Source: Agriculture in the United Kingdom 2009, DEFRA, from tables 
in Chapter 5, Commodities 
 
 
UNCOMFORTABLE QUESTIONS 

Many farms in the United Kingdom are unprofitable because 
of globalisation, and globalisation depends on a profligate 
waste of fossil energy, energy that is not counted as a cost of 
food production.  DEFRA, the Department for Environment, 
Food and Rural Affairs, does not take real energy costs into 
account for its ‘standard labour requirements’ or SLRs, which 
are the notional hours of labour required to produce a 
hectare of a specific crop, or to look after a cow, a sheep or 
other farm animal.  
 One hectare of cereals has an SLR of 20, a supposed 20 
hours of work a year, a hectare of sugar beet 33 hours, one 
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dairy cow 39 hours, and one hill ewe 4.2 hours.10 These SLRs 
are so low because metals have been manufactured into 
machinery, and oil and natural gas have been transformed 
into pharmaceuticals and artificial fertilisers, and transported 
over large distances to the farms, where they replace the 
labour used in past centuries.  
 Looking after one dairy cow in a low-energy, old-
fashioned system takes, typically, over 270 hours a year, 
about seven times longer than the hours allowed in the SLR. 
Cultivating a hectare of sugar beet using oxen power instead 
of engine power would take seven or eight times longer. Put 
another way, the farm labour force would have to rise at 
least sevenfold to achieve yields that in many cases would be 
lower than those attained with the help of energy-intensive 
inputs.  
 Sustainable agriculture requires people to replace fossil 
energy. The uncomfortable questions for us to face include: 

 Who will be willing to become a food producer? Would 
there be enough volunteers? If not, are we facing 
new forms of national service? Would it be possible 
to pay workers a living wage?  

 Would enough land be made available for food 
production? If not, what strategies could be used to 
persuade landowners to release land for sustainable 
farming?  

 Where would the new food producers live? In the UK 
there are insufficient vacant homes in rural areas to 

                                                           
10 See Table 1, Standard Labour Requirements, in Report of the UK Farm 
Classification Working Party, from DEFRA, February 2004. There is a useful 
tabulation, Table 3.80, in ‘Analysis of labour usage data from the farm 
business survey from 2004/05 to 2007/08’, by Paul Wilson, Rural Business 
Research at the University of Nottingham, December 2009. 



house double the current farm workforce, let alone a 
workforce seven or eight times larger. 

 How would food production enterprises be structured? 
Would there be a range of choices, such as co-
operatives, private companies, state-owned 
ventures?  

 Where would investment capital come from? The 
financial returns from sustainable agriculture are 
likely to be small, insufficient to repay expensive 
loans. 

 By 2010 the majority of the world’s population lived in 
cities. In the UK 80% of the population was urban.11 Farmers 
and farm workers formed a tiny proportion of the small rural 
population. In June 2007 392,000 people worked in 
agriculture, forestry and fishing in the UK, 1.26% of the 
working population. After that came a small, unsteady 
increase to 450,000 in June 2010,12 1.46% of the total in 
work. There does appear to be a trend for middle-aged and 
elderly country enthusiasts to reconnect with the land, but 
the smallholding life, while fascinating and fulfilling for 
practitioners, is generally too expensive for young people to 
achieve.  
 First, buy your farm. There are few to rent, and when a 
tenancy becomes available, the application process is fiercely 
competitive. Land in Britain today is priced more for its status 
than for its productive value, and buyers include the global 
super-rich who invest in the UK because they see it as a 
compliant and politically stable nation. Even small farms for 
sale are beyond ordinary pockets: £540,000 for 101.9 acres – 
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no house or buildings -- in Worcestershire; £625,000 for a 
168.47-acre grass farm in Cumbria; £900,000 for a 159.79-
acre dairy farm with house and buildings in Ayrshire; £1.2 
million for a 104-acre farm with house and buildings in 
Lancashire. These examples are from the website 
www.uklandandfarms.co.uk, in late 2010.  
 Farms purchased for such elevated sums rarely yield 
matching incomes. The average farm business in England 
made an income in 2009-10 of between £24,500 (for upland 
livestock) to £146,000 (specialist pig farms). Pig farm incomes 
swing wildly: in 2007-08 the average was just £6,300.13 Farm 
business income is the financial return to all unpaid labour, 
including farmers, spouses, directors, non-principal partners 
and their spouses, and family workers. The figure includes 
the return on their investment in the farm business, its land 
and buildings.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
13 Table 3, farm business income by type of farm in England, in ‘Total 
income from farming 2009 and farm business income 2009-10’, DEFRA, 
January 28

th
 2010. Ref: DEFRA 2010a. 
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Chart 2 Farm business income by type of farm in England, 2003-04 
to 2009-10 

 
Source: Table 3 in ‘Total income from farming 2009 and farm 
business income 2009-10’, DEFRA, January 28th 2010 
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opportunity and so ‘organic’ started a shift towards 
becoming just another supermarket label. 14 
 The sharks of the food industry, which grew by providing 
shareholders and other investors with chunky dividends, 
have been buying up organic food businesses and absorbing 
them into their global operations, thereby abandoning a 
fundamental benefit of organic farms, to produce healthy 
foods for their local populations. Take nSpired Natural Foods 
of California, which acquired half a dozen smaller ventures 
between 1999 and 2006, and which concentrates on 
packaged energy bars, salty snacks and nut butters. For 
nSpired, ‘organic’ is a marketing concept and not an exercise 
in sustainable food production. Another case: the global 
dairy products company Danone acquired control over 
Stoneyfield Farm, an American yogurt producer, in 2004. 
Stoneyfield used to be an organic dairy farm. By 2006 it was a 
factory in New Hampshire, processing milk from miles away, 
and powdered milk from across the globe, into ‘organic’ dairy 
products. The journal Business Week commented: “What was 
once a cottage industry of family farms has become Big 
Business, with all that that implies, including pressure from 
Wall Street to scale up and boost profits”.15 So ‘organic’ dairy 
products can come from cows crowded together in 
enormous yards, and can include ingredients freighted from 
thousands of miles away, maybe strawberries from China, 
apples from New Zealand, bananas from Ecuador.   

                                                           
14 “The more cynical of organic’s many critics contend that the 
movement has sold out: organic, the saying goes, is now little 
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2008. 
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 ‘The organic myth’, in Business Week, October 16
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 2006. 



 The global food industry does not leave many spaces in 
which small, local organic farmers can thrive. Successful 
organic farming is much harder than farming with the aid of 
chemical pesticides and fertilisers, and yields are more 
variable. When Wal-Mart aims to make organic food 
affordable (cheap) for everybody, small, local organic farms 
cannot deliver the scale and continuity required.  
 

Old and Part-Time 

Farming in the UK is an industry of the elderly, an industry of 
incumbents. Farms are too expensive for almost all genuine 
would-be farmers, but a few million £s for 250 acres, a house 
and buildings are next to nothing for the supranational elite, 
the corporate big shots and the financial derivatives 
gamblers who attract vast sums of money like giant magnets.  
 The median age of farmers in the UK in 2007 was 59, a 
year older than in 2005.16  Only 2.6% of farmers, fewer than 
one in every 38, were aged under 35. Almost one in three, 
32.6%, was over 65. Just two years earlier, the proportion of 
farmers aged 65-plus had been 30.7%, so there was a greying 
of 1.9 percentage points in two years.  
Table 3  Ages of holders of farms in the UK, 2005 and 2007  

Age 2005 2007 

 Per cent Per cent 

Under 35 3.1 2.6 

35-44 13.8 12.2 

45-54 23.5 23.4 

55-64 28.9 29.0 

65+ 30.7 32.6 

The percentage column for 2007 does not add to 100 due to rounding.  
Source: Agriculture in the United Kingdom 2009, from table 3.9 
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Chart 3 Ages of holders of farms in the UK, 2005 and 2007 

 
Source: Agriculture in the United Kingdom 2009, from table 3.9 
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1: in theory they did not provide enough work for one 
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 The numerical predominance of small part-time farms in 
the UK, reflecting the lack of profitability in farming in recent 
years, does perhaps offer hope for the future, a base of very 
small farms that could be cultivated more intensively to meet 
local food needs, but there are substantial barriers to 
overcome. 
 
 
MONEY MONEY MONEY 

Farming with more people on the land to replace oil and 
synthetic chemicals is theoretically feasible, but especially in 
heavily urbanised post-industrial societies like the UK, 
practically very difficult. Rural lifestyles appear to be popular, 
perhaps because of a nostalgia factor, but there are too few 
homes in rural areas, too few services, too little money for 
investment in small farms.   
 The concept of money has forced its way up the policy 
agenda, helped by the common personification of bankers as 
greedy money-grabbers. Money should be no more than a 
medium of exchange, but during the capitalist era of 
resource exploitation the acquisition of money has come to 
dominate societies in devastating and destructive ways. 
Money is the passport to life. Even if all money were to be 
confiscated and then doled out equally between people, its 
cultural power means that very soon the more cunning, 
calculating individuals would be on their way to millionaire 
status again.  
 History tells us that hard-won freedoms are easily lost. As 
Thomas Jefferson, third president of the USA, put it: “The 
price of freedom is eternal vigilance.” Democracy has always 
been a fragile child, but in the world of supranational elites, 
transnational corporations, and politicians whose votes can 
be bought, democracy is becoming comatose. Resource wars, 



which are with us under other labels, such as wars on terror 
and wars against insurgencies, are certainly not about 
fairness, human rights or famine relief. They are wars of 
sequestration.  
 In a healthy democracy, access to resources including land 
ought to be within reach of the majority of the population. 
This is far from the reality of most people alive today, in 
‘wealthy’ and ‘poor’ nations alike. People are cogs in 
economic machines over which they have little influence, and 
in which they have less and less autonomy. The decision 
makers may well be in another country altogether. In a world 
of economic shock troops, applying the shock doctrine so 
colourfully explained in her eponymous book,17 Naomi Klein 
calls the big government/big business nexus: 
 

“not liberal, conservative or capitalist but corporatist. Its main 
characteristics are huge transfers of public wealth to private 
hands, often accompanied by exploding debt, an ever-widening 
chasm between the dazzling rich and the disposable poor and 
an aggressive nationalism that justifies bottomless spending on 
security. For those inside the bubble of extreme wealth created 
by such an arrangement, there can be no more profitable way 
to organize a society. But because of the obvious drawbacks for 
the vast majority of the population left outside the bubble, 
other features of the corporatist state tend to include 
aggressive surveillance… mass incarceration, shrinking civil 

liberties  and often, though not always, torture”.18  
 

 Aha. Familiar. The UK had an estimated 4.2 million 
surveillance cameras by 2006. 19  The only manufacturing 
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sector of note is the defence industry, which is exempt from 
the free trade obligations enforced by the World Trade 
Organization on the grounds that member nations should not 
be denied the right to secrecy in their defence plans. The 
UK’s prison population at the end of October 2010 was 
85,159, up from 84,622 a year previously, the numbers 
limited by the scarcity of cells with spare bunks: the total 
capacity of the UK’s prisons in October 2010 was 87,743.20 
Torture? The ‘Iraq War Diaries’ from Wikileaks, leaked in 
October 2010, contain an abundance of sickening examples.  
 The massive wealth disparities between the very few and 
the (disposable) majority mean that access to resources, 
including land, is very unequal indeed. Income tax statistics 
for the UK in 2007-08 show that 4,000 women and 38,000 
men had gross incomes of £500,000 or more: 42,000 
individuals with incomes large enough to qualify them for a 
mortgage to buy multi-million £ properties, like good farms. 
If they all went to Wembley Stadium, over half the seats 
would be empty. On the other hand, 9.403 million women 
taxpayers and 9.046 million men taxpayers, 66.2% and 49.7% 
respectively, received incomes under £20,000, and 
remember that the income tax statistics exclude all those 
with incomes too small to pay tax. Low pay, and its corollary 
of long hours of labour, discourages democracy, because full 
participation demands time. A financially challenged 
population, one or two unexpected bills away from 
insolvency, has little time to build a strong democracy, or 
indeed to consider political alternatives to the present 
‘democracy’ which is based on political parties.   
 Low incomes afflict workers in so many sectors of the UK 
economy that it is more illuminating to highlight the highest 
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paying occupations, and to consider where those salaries 
come from.    
 The Annual Survey of Hours and Earnings (ASHE)21 for 
2009, considering the 18.844 million full-time and part-time 
employees who had been in their current job for over a year, 
discloses that median annual gross pay, the mid point of the 
income distribution, was £21,310. Mean annual gross pay, 
the arithmetic average of the total gross pay received by 
employees, was much higher at £26,450, reflecting the 
impact of the small numbers of employees paid very high 
amounts. The top salaries went mainly to men: the ASHE 
data shows that the median rate for male employees was 
£26,594, but the mean was 25% greater at £33,255. For 
women employees, the gap between the median (£16,146) 
and the mean (£19,473) was lower at less than 21%.  
 The highest salaries 22  for both women and men 
employees in 2009 were paid to health professionals: a 
median of £68,928 and a mean of £76,778 for men and a 
median of £36,648 and a mean of £44,828 for women. The 
majority of health professionals – such as employed doctors, 
psychologists, and pharmacists – work in or depend on the 
public sector. The money to pay them derives ultimately 
from taxes and government borrowing. Their numbers are 
relatively small, 179,000 of the total 18.835m counted by 
ASHE, and they do not include self-employed medical 
professionals like doctors who are partners in firms of 
general practitioners. 
 While many of the highest-paying jobs are funded by 
taxpayers, millions of both private- and public-sector jobs are 
often very low paid. ASHE shows that the 1.400 million in 
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‘elementary administration and service occupations’ in 2009 
enjoyed a median income of £8,907 and a mean of £10,969. 
The 1.319 million in caring personal service occupations 
received a median of £12,139 and a mean of £12,779. For the 
1.069 million sales assistants the median was £8,509 and the 
mean £10,060.  
 In 2010 the median income figure for all employees fell by 
nearly half a percentage point, to £21,221. The mean rose by 
0.2% to £26,510, illustrating the continuing distancing effect 
of super salaries.23   
 Polly Toynbee, in Hard Work: Life in Low-Pay Britain24 and 
Barbara Ehrenreich in Nickel and Dimed: on (Not) Getting By 
in America25 describe their experiences of what is often 
called ‘unskilled’ work, which does not pay a living wage but 
makes heavy physical and often mental demands on 
employees, resulting in exhaustion, physical injury, mental 
stress. Toynbee writes:26  
 

“Gross inequality is morally comfortable so long as there is a 
plausible story of the rise of the fittest. Low pay is also fair 
enough if these jobs can be labelled ‘entry level’, just a first step 
on a ladder. But it is now clear that very few of those in low-
paid jobs can ever move far. Sometimes they climb from the 
bottom tenth of earners into the next decile, but often fall back 
down again. Few make it to the next step. They inhabit a cycle 
of no-pay/low-pay job insecurity. This is indeed the end of social 
progress.”  

                                                           
23 Annual Survey of Hours and Earnings 2010 from the Office for National 
Statistics, table 1.7a. Ref: Office for National Statistics 2010a. 
24

 Hard Work: Life in Low-Pay Britain by Polly Toynbee, published by 
Bloomsbury in 2003. Ref: Toynbee 2003.  
25

 Nickel and Dimed: on (Not) Getting By in America by Barbara Ehrenreich, 
published by Henry Holt and Company, 2001. Ref: Ehrenreich 2001. 
26

 Hard Work, op. cit, p.5. 



 The chancellorship of Gordon Brown saw the construction 
of elaborate mechanisms for siphoning corporate taxes, 
significantly from the then-booming financial services sector, 
and redistributing them as tax credits and welfare benefits 
for low-income Britain. The fatal flaw was the unreality of 
profits in the financial sector, particularly in the casinos of 
derivatives trading, where finance professionals organise 
their own, generous siphoning. 
 Most farmers have modest incomes, as we saw from farm 
business income data (above, pps.27-28). What about farm 
employees? The 93,000 skilled workers in agricultural trades 
had median gross income of £17,022 and mean income of 
£17,510 in 2009, according to ASHE. No doubt some farmers 
could afford to pay higher average wages, but many cannot.  
 Farmers in future will probably be even less able to 
employ additional workers and pay them reasonable wages, 
because we are entering a world of less: less cheap energy, 
consequently less cheap food, fewer cheap consumer goods, 
smaller profits for those businesses that do not control 
access to their raw materials, smaller tax revenues, less 
welfare.  
 The fertiliser and pesticide industries are so dependent on 
our depleting oil supplies that they will not be able to 
continue in their present form. The modern seed industry is 
inextricably tied up with pesticides. Monsanto, for example, 
breeds crop plants to respond to its patented agrochemicals. 
Consider agricultural machinery: the operating costs of farm 
machinery are alarming. Tractors run on diesel and are 
extremely thirsty: fuel consumption of six to 12 miles per 
gallon is common. The giant machines that make pass after 
pass over intensively cultivated ground, to plough, sow, 
fertilise, spray, and harvest, are drinking energy. The price of 
farm diesel in the UK – the ‘red diesel’ sold for off-road use, 



called red after the dye that shows it must not be used in 
road vehicles – was about 18p a litre early in 2005, but in the 
range 52p to 57p a litre in autumn 2010 and nearer 70p early 
in 2011.  
 Free trade rode on the back of cheap fuel. As fuel 
becomes dearer and supplies more uncertain, the cost-
benefit equations alter, and local production for local 
consumption might begin to make sense even to corporate 
accountants. Positive outcomes would include greater 
balance in local economies, but counterbalancing negative 
factors, such as dearer energy and raw materials for 
everyone, lead to lower pay and declining levels of 
consumption.  
 So, in these straitened circumstances, what can we 
do to enable more people to produce their own food? It boils 
down to access to that scarce resource, land, but land has 
become just another commodity for sale in a globalised 
economy. 
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