
FAVERSHAM: After weeks of uninterrupted sun-
shine the strawberry season is in full swing in the
so-called Garden of England. But with a shortage
of seasonal laborers to pick the fruits, a trend
exacerbated by Brexit, there are growing fears
many may be left to rot on their stems. “We will
end up with a problem,” said Alastair Brooks, who
runs a 60-hectare farm near the town of
Faversham in the southern fruit-growing county of
Kent. “The agencies that we use for recruiting are
saying now that they are not going to be able to
fill any vacancy after August.”

His operation in Kent produces about 1,200
tons of strawberries and 400 tons of raspberries
annually from April to November. “There’s defi-
nitely a tightening of the labor market,” added
Brooks, 50, who employs 20 permanent and 180
seasonal workers. “If you go back even to last
year, there were four or five applicants for every
job, and this year we have to chase people. “We
will see fruits left, not only in this farm, but across
the country,” he predicted.

A recent study by British Summer Fruits, the
biggest industry body, found three out of five soft
fruit growers are struggling to recruit the 30,000
seasonal staff needed. Around 95 percent of the
workers currently come from Eastern Europe. “At
the moment berry farms are typically between 10
and 15 percent short of people,” its chairman Nick
Marston said.

“Growers say they expect that position to be
worse next year.”

‘Really struggled’ 
Soft fruit production in Britain has grown over

the past 20 years by 131 percent-largely as a
result of an increase in home-grown strawberries.
The industry is now worth more than £1.2 billion
($1.6 billion; 1.4 billion euros). The staff shortage is
not restricted to fruits, with the entire horticultural
sector buffeted by Brexit and improvements in
labour markets in Eastern Europe.

As unemployment has fallen in Bulgaria and
Romania, the number of people applying to work
in England’s fields has dropped, with Britain’s
impending departure from the European Union
now amplifying the trend. It has led to uncertainty
over future immigration rules, while fears of
encountering xenophobia and a weakened British
currency-giving less money to send home-have
also deterred arrivals.

Maria Parnic, 37, who has been working for
Brook’s operation for seven years, said a hard
Brexit would likely lead her and other Eastern
Europeans to leave. “They say ‘I don’t go anymore
in England, I go in Italy, I go in Germany’,” she
said foreign colleagues and neighbors tell her.
Stephanie Maurel, CEO of recruitment agency
Concordia, confirmed it has “really struggled” to
find staff, starting from last year.

“(It) has become even more difficult from May
this year,” she added, noting the firm usually
brought over around 10,000 seasonal workers
annually. The labor squeeze is occurring despite
workers being mostly paid at the national living

wage of £7.83 ($10.34; 8.84 euros) an hour and
some given airline tickets, housing support and
productivity bonuses.

The prospect of British fruit pickers replacing
them is remote, with the country close to full
employment and those in search of jobs mainly in
urban areas. “We had two (British applicants) this
year, in six months,” said Maurel, adding there is
“absolutely no appetite” for the jobs. “It’s really,
really hard work.”

‘No business would invest’ 
Producers are calling on the government to

open the immigration system to more seasonal
workers from countries outside the EU, as
Germany, Spain, Portugal and Ireland have already
done. Maurel noted that Britain, whose citizens
voted to leave the bloc partly to put a brake on
European immigration, “is ironically perhaps the
only country to recruit only within the (EU).”

Without government intervention, British
Summer Fruits is warning the impact on the indus-
try could be devastating. “Our growers are invest-
ing millions of pounds every year in their busi-
nesses and actually they don’t know now whether
they will have any seasonal staff,” Marston
warned. “No business would invest under those
circumstances,” he said, adding a third had already
decided to scale back investment, while others
were looking at expanding in different countries.

A spokesman for the Department of
Agriculture said it is working closely with the

Home Office, which is in charge of immigration
policy, “to ensure the labor needs of the agricul-
ture sector are met once we leave the EU”. “We
are determined to get the best deal for the UK in
our EU negotiations, not least for our world-lead-

ing food and farming industry which is a key part
of our economic success.” But if foreign seasonal
workers continue to ebb away, Marston predicts
another scenario: Britain turns to imports of
strawberries instead. — AFP 
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British strawberries in a 
jam over picker shortage

‘They are not going to be able to fill any vacancy after August’

FAVERSHAM: A seasonal worker from Romania moves boxes of selected class 1 strawberries
at BR Brooks & Son farm in Faversham, south east England. — AFP 

App-bank Monzo
counts cost of 
growing popularity 
LONDON: Digital bank Monzo, whose distinctive coral-
coloured card has become a common feature in the wallets
of young, tech savvy and mainly urban Britons, could hit 1
million users within months. But the app-only bank, which
has already reached 750,000 users and is valued at $336
million by its investors, needs them to do more than just
sign up or encourage friends to join in order to “Monzo”
one another funds and split restaurant bills.

To succeed in taking on Britain’s big banks, Monzo
needs customers to treat it as their main account, where
they deposit their salary and pay their bills. At present only
1 in 5 of its users deposit their salary, with average balances
of 1,400 pounds per month, its chief executive Tom
Blomfield said. And popularity comes at a cost for Monzo,
whose annual losses had more than quadrupled to 33.1 mil-
lion pounds ($44 million) by February - when its user base
stood it had around 500,000 users, its annual report
released yesterday shows.

Blomfield said Monzo, which launched in 2015, had
made “real progress towards building a sustainable busi-
ness” by cutting its costs from 65 pounds per account in
September 2017 to 15 pounds per account this month. But
net operating income, at 1.8 million pounds, fell far short of
covering its overall costs,  Blomfield said the bank could hit
the million user mark by September or October. To make
money, it hopes to use their spending data to nudge its cus-
tomers towards third party products or services and to
take a commission every time it is successful. It does this by
tracking customer spending habits in order to understand,
for instance, how moving to a different provider for servic-
es like energy can save them money. But to do this, it needs
its customers to pay for things like energy from their
Monzo account. It had hoped that a switch from a pre-paid
card - its beta product - to a fully-fledged current account
by April this year, would encourage this.  — Reuters

WASHINGTON: The US Chamber of
Commerce, the nation’s largest business
group and customarily a close al ly of
President Donald Trump’s Republican Party,
is launching a campaign today to oppose
Trump’s trade tariff policies. With some of
America’s tightest trading partners imposing
retaliatory measures, Trump’s approach to
tariffs has unsettled financial markets and
strained relations between the White House
and the Chamber.

The new campaign, detailed first to
Reuters, is an aggressive effort by the busi-
ness lobbying giant. Using a state-by-state
analysis, it argues that Trump is risking a
global trade war that will hit the wallets of
US consumers. “The administration is threat-
ening to undermine the economic progress it
worked so hard to achieve,” said Chamber
President Tom Donohue in a statement to
Reuters. “We should seek free and fair trade,
but this is just not the way to do it.”

The Chamber, which has 3 million mem-

bers, historically has worked closely with
Republican presidents and praised Trump
for signing business tax cuts in December.
But mounting trade tensions have opened a
rift with the president. Trump has imple-
mented billions of dollars in tariffs targeted
at China, Canada, Mexico and the European
Union, saying such moves are needed to off-
set trade imbalances.

Nations have begun retaliating. On
Friday, Canada struck back at US steel and
aluminum tariffs, vowing to impose punitive
measures on $12.6 billion worth of American
goods until Washington relents. China is
expected to impose a new 25-percent tax
on soybeans in July. Mexico is adding duties
to pork imports. The EU has targeted $3.2
billion in American goods exported to the
28-member bloc, including bourbon and
Harley Davidson motorcycles.        

Pushing back on Trump, the Chamber
based a state-by-state analysis on data
from the US Department of Commerce and

government agencies in China, the EU,
Mexico, and Canada. Trump has previously
been persuaded to back off of trade threats
with the argument that states that backed
him in the 2016 presidential campaign will

be hard-hit.  For example, the Chamber said
Texas could see $3.9 bi l l ion worth of
exports targeted by retaliatory tariffs;
Tennessee, $1.4 billion; and South Carolina,
$3 billion. — Reuters 

WASHINGTON: US President Donald Trump and first lady Melania Trump cross the South
Lawn upon arrival at the White House. — AFP 

Largest US business group 
attacks Trump on tariffs

LONDON: Indian bil l ionaire Anil
Agarwal yesterday launched a bid for full
control of metals mining group Vedanta,
sending its share price soaring. London-
listed Vedanta said in a statement that

management has backed the deal pitched
at 825 pence per share and valuing the
entire group at £2.3 billion ($3.0 billion,
2.6 billion euros). Agarwal is seeking to
buy out minority shareholders, adding to

his 66.53-percent stake in India and
Africa-focused Vedanta through his
holding company Volcan.

“I am pleased to announce this initia-
tive, which is a natural progression of
our journey to simplify the Vedanta
Group’s corporate structure,” Agarwal
said in the statement. 

“We are very proud to have been the
first Indian company to be listed on the
London Stock Exchange in 2003, which

was a major milestone for the Vedanta
Group.” Agarwal added that given “the
maturity of the Indian capital markets... a
separate London listing is no longer nec-
essary to achieve the Vedanta Group’s
strategic objectives”. 

The news sent Vedanta’s share price
rocketing as high as 828.8 pence, above
the offer price. At 1300 GMT, the stock
stood at 817.40 pence, up 26.38 percent
from Friday’s closing level. — AFP 
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control of miner Vedanta


