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20 Mortality in the farming population 

of England and Wales: 
do own-account farmers and their families 

have advantages? 

JL Jollans 

MORTALITY RATES 

In comparing death rates between sections of the community, the Office of 

Population Censuses and Surveys (OPCS) divides the population in various ways. 

One of these is by Socio-Economic Group (SEG) and the farming community 

forms three such groups: 

SEG 13 ~ Farmers — Employers and Managers: Persons who own, rent or 

manage farms, market gardens or forests, employing people other 

than family workers in the work of the enterprise. 

SEG 14 — Farmers — Own Account: Persons who own or rent farms, market 

gardens or forests and having no employees other than family 

workers. 

SEG 15 — Agricultural Workers: Employees engaged in tending crops, animals, 

game or forests, or operating agricultural or forest machinery. 

Death rates are compared by Standardised Mortality Ratios (SMR’s), 

_ Number of observed deaths 

where SMR = Number of expected deaths ~ 100. 
  

The number of expected deaths is calculated from the death rate for the 

same national sex/age/cause of death group, adjusted to have the same numbers 

of people of each age as the group being observed. The national! average SMR is 
always 100; a higher or lower figure indicates a higher or lower rate of mortality. 

- Table 1 gives the SMR’s, for death from all causes, in most of the SEG’s for 
men, wives, single women, boys and girls. The data indicate that employer 
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farmers and their employees have average death ratios but their families are not 
so fortunate. By comparison, the own-account farmers and their families have 
markedly low death ratios. It is interesting to compare these with the ratios for 
other own-account workers — the small businessmen and shop- -keepers who have 
no employees other than family. 

Table 2 shows the most important causes of death in the agricultural and 
national populations. The young are relatively prone to death by accident, the 
middle-aged by cancer and the older ones by diseases of the circulatory system, 
such as heart attacks and strokes. However, the agricultural population as a whole 
are more prone to accidents than the national! population. 

Table 3 gives the SMR’s for groups of causes of death within the three SEG’s 
comprising the agricultural population. Clearly, the own-account farmers and 
their families have low ratios for most causes of death including accidents and, 
within the accident classification, including suicide. 

All data of this type carry qualifications but the OPCS is reasonably confident 
that the broad impression conveyed is trustworthy. 

DISCUSSION 

The reasons for the low mortality ratios amongst own-account farmers and their 
families are obscure but the advantages seem sufficiently large to justify deeper 
investigation. Two possibilities are: 

(i) The MAFF June census (MAFF, annua!) shows that own-account farmers 
tend to be concentrated towards the West and North of the country and may 
therefore be more associated with livestock than crop farming systems. 
Against this is the tendency for the general population to have low death 
ratios in East Anglia and high ones in the North, North-West and Wales. 
(ii) Own-account farmers, Particularly those tied to livestock routines, may 
work through many illnesses rather than lose time visiting their doctors. In 
consequence they may not take so many medicines during their lives. 
All medicines should be considered as substances foreign to the body anda 

proportion are used to destroy pathogenic life. It is suggested by some in the 
medical profession that the cumulative effects of these medicines may serve to 
shorten human life. 

There may well be other reasons which would be revealed by a more detailed 
study of the relationships between farming systems, lifestyles and causes of 
death. If, indeed, the own-account farmers and their families do have health 
advantages then it is also pertinent to ask whether others should be offered the 
opportuntiy to share them. For the time being it would be prudent to research 
in greater depth. 
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