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Preface 

Across the UK, smaller independent family farms face a serious crisis. 
Incomes have declined steadily, while farmers feel subject to 
increasing pressure from Government and Society. Many have already 
gone out of business and many more see their survival seriously 
threatened. Inevitably, morale is declining, and, sadly, some farmers 
have seen suicide as the only ‘way out’. 

Yet, these family farms have played a unique role in society, both by 
their contribution to agricultural production and by their profound 
influence on rural communities and the countryside. But should family 
farms be treated as a ‘special case’ or should they be regarded as ‘just 
another business’, subject to the same vicissitudes of demand and 
Prices as any other business? 

Concern for this crisis on the smaller independent family farm and a 
desire to address these questions from both economic and ethical 
viewpoints drew nearly 150 people to Reading for a two-day 
Symposium organised jointly by the Centre for Agricultural Strategy 
and the Small Farmers’ Association (now the Family Farmers’ 
Association). Participants included farmers, academics, advisors, 
agricultural consultants, government officials, members of various 
advocacy groups and rural clergy. 
The symposium recognised that the crisis was not only an economic 

One, but had serious social and moral implications. It explored the past 
and present role of smaller family farms and the changes they have 
experienced and their effect on farmers’ morale, and sought to identify 
what practical steps and policy changes are needed to address the 
Situation and consider how these should be guided by both economic 
and ethical judgements. 

The issues were examined by a combination of spoken 
presentations, small-group discussions and short written papers. 
Further, three politicians were invited to respond to a previously- 
prepared Symposium statement and to answer questions. These were 
the then Minister of Agriculture, Fisheries and Food, John Gummer, | 
MP, and front-bench spokesmen, Elliot Morley MP for the Labour Party 
and Paul Tyler, CBE, MP for the Liberal Democrats. 
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The Symposium enabled many views to be expressed, grievances to 
be aired and hopes to be shared. While politics and economics, as ever, 
assumed a high profile, it was the inclusion of ‘ethics’ in the debate 
that provided the unique element. The Symposium drew attention to 
the need for a detailed and disciplined treatment of ‘agricultural ethics’ 
and ‘ethical agriculture’, for a more positive relationship between 
ethics and economics, and for policies to be formulated with greater 
regard to ethical concerns. In these respects, it is hoped that the event 
marked a beginning. 

Peter Carruthers 
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