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Welcome to the results of our survey in conjunction with 
The CLA, where we examine the impact of Coronavirus 
on landowners and rural businesses. Over 90 respondents 
took part, which included agribusinesses, diversified estates, 
farming businesses, leisure, tourism and hospitality, and 
property investment businesses.
 
During 28 September-12 October, participants were asked questions about their business, 
including their use of government support measures and their overall sentiment. The largest 
proportion of our respondents (50%) classified themselves as a diversified estate.

Given the impact of Coronavirus on the entire economy, our research found that the biggest 
concerns for the businesses surveyed were the reinstatement of lockdown measures (which 
of course have now come to fruition) and the removal of BPS (Basic Payment Scheme). 
Conversely, we found out that the top positive to come out of this situation was that there is 
a higher demand for rural property, with 48% of respondents picking this.

Interestingly, at the time of answering, 56% of those surveyed said they had not put any of 
their staff on furlough, with a further 26% commenting they had only furloughed up to 25% 
of their workforce. Also of particular note, 63% of respondents reported lower levels of debt 
at the time of answering, when compared to March 2020.

We hope you find our results interesting, and provide you with valuable insights into the 
sentiment of the sector in these uncertain times. 

Rental matters
Firstly, we found that 53% of all respondents reported rent defaults to be a concern, with a 
third putting this into their top three concerns. 

Our findings show that rent defaults have been more common among commercial tenants, 
with 65% of landlords reporting at least some defaults. This is compared to 46% of 
residential landlords. In fact, 98% of residential landlords have received at least 85% of their 
rents, compared to 71% of commercial landlords.  

We have found there to be a view that the furlough scheme enabled residential tenants to 
continue paying rent, and so this picture may change considerably once the furlough scheme 
has ended. 

Elizabeth Hartless, Partner 
Saffery Champness LLP

Fig 1: Proportion of tenants who have continued to pay rent during the crisis
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Of those landlords who had suffered rent defaults, when asked what support they were 
providing to struggling tenants, there appeared to be more generosity towards commercial 
tenants, with 17% of commercial landlords agreeing a write-off compared to 4% of residential 
landlords. Only 7% of commercial landlords reported not offering tenants any support 
compared to 21% of residential landlords (perhaps because of the belief that the government 
is already providing support via the furlough scheme for example).   

Debt
On average, respondents reported that the level of debt in their business has reduced 
compared to six months ago. Looking into the data, 63% of respondents reported a slight 
reduction, 11% a significant reduction and 21% reported no change. 

Those reporting the greatest reductions were in the farming and agribusiness sectors, and 
those reporting the least change were in leisure, tourism and hospitality. 

Only 5% of respondents reported any increase in debt compared to pre-lockdown and 60% 
of these were in receipt of the Coronavirus Business Interruption Loan Scheme (CBILS) 
funding. 

In terms of the Bounce Back Loan Scheme (BBLS) and CBILS, users of the CBILS (only 5% 
of respondents) were from the diversified estate and leisure/tourism/hospitality sectors and 
none of the respondents had borrowed more than £1 million. 

Only 16% of respondents had used the BBLS. Of those, 87% of those who had taken a BBL 
borrowed between £40,000 and £50,000, with that being the highest amount possible 
under that scheme. 

Interestingly, 9% of respondents who applied for a CBILS or BBLS loan had it refused, with 
the remaining 91% being successful. 
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Fig 2: Support provided to struggling tenants

Fig 3: Level of debt compared to six months’ ago
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Fig 4: Was an application for a CBILS or BBLS loan refused?



32% of respondents reported that cheaper debt was one of the top three positives to have 
arisen from the pandemic (in particular 60% of property investment businesses thought this) 
and 21% reported that the value of assets as security for borrowings was a concern that 
they currently have, with 13% of respondents saying it was one of their top three concerns. 

Therefore, the crisis hasn’t seen the respondents borrowing significantly more than six 
months ago. Of those that have borrowed under the government Coronavirus support 
schemes, BBLs have been the preference at the highest level possible and the majority of 
applicants had a BBL/CBILS loan accepted. 

Employees
Of those surveyed, 88% employed 25 people or fewer, with 5% employing between 25-50 
staff, and 7% employing more than 50 people. 

34% of respondents had furloughed up to half of their employees. Of those using furlough, 
49% said they had no intention to make any redundancies, whilst 34% said they hadn’t yet 
made any redundancies, but may need to. 17% of those using the furlough scheme reported 
having already made redundancies. Interestingly, only 15% are planning on claiming the 
£1,000 job retention bonus. 

Alternatively, 56% of respondents had not furloughed any employees. Of those, 88% said 
they also had no intention to make redundancies, 8% said they hadn’t made redundancies 
but may need to and 4% had made redundancies. 

All farming respondents reported that they had not furloughed any employees, neither had 
they made any redundancies nor did they intend to.  However, only 13% of farmers reported 
labour shortages as being a concern for them, and only one farmer placed this in their top 
three current concerns. 

Those furloughing the greatest proportion of their workforce identified themselves as 
diversified estates and those in the leisure, tourism and hospitality sector.  

Support measures
On average, respondents ranked the government’s support measures as being somewhere 
between ‘insufficient’ and ‘about right’. Respondents from the leisure, tourism and hospitality 
sector were most likely to rate the support measures as insufficient, compared to those in 
property investment businesses and farming.

Diversified estates had used the widest range of support measures and agribusiness the 
narrowest range (only business rates relief, furlough scheme, the £1,000 job retention bonus 
and the 31 July income tax deferral). 
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Fig 5: The proportion of staff that have been furloughed

Fig 6: Ranking the government’s support measures
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The most commonly used support measure was business rate relief (44% of all respondents, 
in particular from the leisure/tourism and hospitality sector) and the furlough scheme (32% 
- all sectors except farming), however the third most common answer was ‘no support’, with 
29% of respondents not using (or intending to) any form of government support. 

Only 14% of leisure/tourism/hospitality respondents had signed up to the Eat Out to Help 
Out scheme and 36% reported utilising the reduced rate of VAT from 20% to 5%.Of the 32% 
of respondents that were eligible for the reduced rate of VAT for hospitality businesses, two 
thirds said they would not be passing on the saving to customers. 

In terms of tax deferral, the majority of respondents were not deferring payments, with only 
25% of respondents deferring VAT and 23% deferring the 31 July deadline on income tax 
payments on account. 

Diversification and business activities
In terms of diversification, 60% reported no change in their attitudes towards diversification 
as a result of Coronavirus, 28% said they would now like to diversify more, whereas 12% said 
they would now concentrate on their core business. 

Farmers and agribusinesses were the most likely to say they wanted no change to the level 
of diversification (80% of farmers, and 75% of agribusiness). 

 
 

 

 

In terms of diversified estates, 62% reported no change in their attitude towards 
diversification, 30% wanted to diversify further and 8% want to now focus on their core 
business. 

When exploring lockdown affecting business activities, some obvious results such as 
farmers and renewables reported no pause. Of weddings/events activities, interestingly 19% 
continued to operate, however, 88% had to temporarily stop, with 26% of those reporting 
they won’t be restarting in 2021.

Fig 7: The government support measures which have been used (this question 
allowed respondents to select all that apply)
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Fig 8: How attitudes towards diversification have changed as a result of 
COVID-19, split out by business type
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In terms of furnished holiday lets, although 75% reported a temporary pause because of 
lockdown measures, some (7%) reported they wouldn’t be starting them up again in 2021 
despite the great staycation boom. 

87% of house opening businesses reported that whilst they had been forced to close, they 
were planning on operating in 2021. 

Concerns and important issues facing rural businesses
We asked respondents to mark their the top three concerns, and most chosen answers were: 
reinstatement of strict lockdown measures, removal of BPS and rent defaults.

We also asked respondents what they thought the most important issues are facing 
landowners and rural businesses right now. We found that Brexit and trade negotiations 
(84%), a change of tax/political regime (73%), environmental policy (67%) and the possibility 
of a wealth tax (67%) were the top answers, when people were asked to select all that apply. 
Those most concerned about a wealth tax were property investment businesses, with a third 
of all respondents from that sector choosing it as the issue of greatest importance. 

Since then, we have of course seen the release of the Wealth Tax Commission’s report on  
9 December, and so the importance of this issue may have changed since surveying.
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Fig 9: Activities undertaken prior to COVID-19, which of these had to be  
stopped temporarily, and which are unlikely to restart next year
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Fig 10: Respondents picked their top three concerns
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Overall, when respondents were asked for the single issue of greatest importance, the top 
choice was Brexit and trade negotiations at 28% (75% of agribusinesses, 46% of farmers and 
33% of diversified estates said this was their top concern).

This was followeed by Coronavirus at 17% (38% of leisure, tourism and hospitality 
businesses, 33% of property investment businesses and 20% of diversified estates).

Finally, the third most popular answer was a change of political/tax regime at 16% (25% of 
agribusiness, 33% of property investment businesses, 22% of diversified estates).

Positives
Although some respondents did answer that there were no positives to have come out of 
the pandemic, the majority thought that the positives were:

Higher demand for rural property (48%), highlighting the importance of food security (47%) 
(perhaps unsurprisingly 93% of farmers and 75% of agribusiness thought this was a positive) 
and people holidaying more in the UK at 47% (71% of tourism businesses answered this, 
again unsurprisingly).

45% also reported it had given them a chance to think about their businesses more generally 
in terms of the future and succession (interestingly 80% of property investment businesses 
answered this, compared to 50% of leisure, tourism and hospitality businesses and 47% of 
diversified estates). 33% thought it has also increased the likelihood of public money for 
environmental schemes, primarily respondents from the agribusiness and farming sectors.  

Only 7% of businesses said it had given them the opportunity to reach new customer groups 
which contrasts the idea that consumers are now buying more locally and discovering new 
producers on their doorsteps. Finally, only 4% said it gave the opportunity to partner with 
other businesses. 
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Fig 11: Most important issues currently facing rural businesses
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Fig 12: Respondents picked their top three positives to have come out of the pandemic
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Support for businesses during the Coronavirus pandemic
Further information on the various government support measures, together with other 
Coronavirus resources for individuals and businesses, can be found at:  
www.saffery.com/our-services/coronavirus.

Stay informed
To receive relevant future email communications, you can sign up on our website here:  
www.saffery.com/stayinformed.

Support for CLA members during the Coronavirus pandemic
The CLA is producing a series of member-only briefings to provide further assistance to 
members in key areas such as government business support, residential landlords and 
tenants and how key workers can be deployed:  
www.cla.org.uk/covid-19-business-briefings. 

Become a member of the CLA
To register as a member of the CLA, please visit: www.cla.org.uk/membership.
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