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Web case: Regulating agricultural wages and conditions in a devolved UK
One important aspect of the political dimension of employment relations concerns the implications of devolution in the UK, with the governments of Scotland, Wales, and Northern Ireland taking increasing responsibility for some areas of employment relations policy. This is well-illustrated by the case of how agricultural wages and conditions are regulated. For many years, in England and Wales, the Agricultural Wages Board (AWB), a tripartite body which contained employers’ and union representatives, set minimum rates of pay, overtime rates, sick pay, holiday entitlement, and other conditions for agricultural workers. Separate boards existed in Scotland and Northern Ireland respectively. 

Soon after coming into office in 2010 the UK’s Conservative-Liberal Democrat coalition government announced plans to abolish the AWB in England and Wales, as part of its policy of reducing the size of the state and with a view to reducing the scope of business regulation. The abolition of the AWB, on 1st October 2013, attracted a great deal of support from landowners and businesses who wanted a cheaper and more flexible agricultural workforce. The Country Landowners Association, for example, called the AWB system ‘outdated’ and ‘not relevant to the structure of modern-day agriculture’, arguing that with a general statutory framework governing minimum wages and paid holidays now in existence it was no longer needed. The trade unions, though, opposed abolition, claiming that it would lead to higher levels of poverty in rural areas. The government’s own figures suggested that abolition of the AWB would save agricultural employers some £131 million in wages, £81 million in holiday pay, and £4 million in sick pay. Among the employers who would benefit from abolition were large corporate agriculture concerns and the Prince of Wales’s Duchy of Cornwall, one of the businesses which supported the change. Julia Long, the Unite union’s national officer for agricultural workers, said: ‘Our members in low paid rural industries are facing a vindictive assault on their pay and conditions from a multi-million pound industry backed by a coalition government of millionaires’.
However, a curious effect of abolition is that it left the four constituent nations of the UK with different regulatory frameworks for the determination of agricultural wages. In England, there is no longer any sector-specific legislation; although agricultural employers have to comply with their general employment law obligations, including paying staff at least the National Minimum Wage or National Living Wage. The Scottish and Northern Irish governments chose to preserve their own separate AWB arrangements on the grounds that they provide agricultural workers with important protections and help to uphold the sustainability of rural economies. The Welsh government favoured retaining the AWB in its territory, against the opposition of UK ministers. The dispute was eventually adjudicated by the UK Supreme Court, which in July 2014 ruled that the Welsh Government was entitled to go ahead with plans to establish its own AWB arrangement. The relevant legislation—the Agricultural Sector (Wales) Act 2014, which received royal assent on 30th July 2014—established a new Agricultural Advisory Panel for Wales, which is empowered to make orders relating to terms and conditions for agricultural workers.

Questions
Why does the UK have four discrete regimes for regulating agricultural wages? What are the implications of devolution for employment relations in general?
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