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Introduction
Governments don’t like to miss deadlines. When they do,

The immediate context of the White Paper is of course

This is quite a report card. As Jonathan Portes points out:

the second part then nonetheless goes on to recommend a

it tends to mean one of two things – problems with the

the seminal Migration Advisory Committee report into

“It is hard to overstate the significance of these findings.

much more restrictive immigration policy, in order to address

policy or rows in Cabinet. With the Immigration White

EEA migration to the UK. This is a monumental piece of

Immigration, overall, has made the UK a more productive

those non-existent or minimal 'problems'.” 2

Paper, it was both.

work, best understood in two parts – the analysis and

economy and a more prosperous country – and can do so in

the recommendations, on which the White Paper was

the future.” 1

First promised in Autumn 2017, the Government’s
long-delayed plan for post-free movement immigra-

eventually based.

That set the stage for the White Paper – apparently
coloured by the Prime Minister’s own restrictionist

Even where the MAC finds distributional variation, they

instincts. A ban on low earners (labelled low-skilled), a

tion policy arrived in December 2018 to a soundtrack

The analysis is first-class – developing and deepening

are careful to point out how small or poorly understood it

desire for more high earners (without a plan to attract

of furious briefing and counter-briefing from unhappy

our understanding of the various impacts of immigration

is. For example, on wages the MAC concludes that there

them), and reluctant changes round the edges where

sources across government. That’s no surprise – by its

across our daily lives from jobs and wages to crime and

is “some evidence suggesting that lower-skilled workers face

deemed absolutely necessary – notably, a limited tempo-

own admission this is a plan to make us all poorer and

public services, even general wellbeing. The research is

a negative impact while higher-skilled workers benefit, how-

rary visa for lower earners.

further squeeze our embattled public services.

unique, substantial and compelling.

ever the magnitude of the impacts are generally small.”

So how did we get here? First and foremost this White

And the verdict is clear – immigration has been good for

Portes, again, well sums up the evidence:

Paper is a product of Theresa May’s interpretation of the

Britain.

Brexit referendum as a mandate to end free movement.
What’s more, she comes at the problem very possibly as
the only person left in government who believes in the

“All this should put to bed the argument that immigration

The following table details the MAC analysis. Every word

may boost growth but hurts the poorest. The direct impact

is taken directly from the report.

of immigration is a small reduction in wages for the low-

Conservative Party pledge to cut immigration to the tens
of thousands, whatever the cost.
TABLE 1. MAC findings on EEA migration

paid – but this is outweighed many times over, both for the
low-paid and the rest of us, by the boost to living standards
from higher productivity and lower taxes or better public
services.”
So immigration has been good for Britain. In a different

PUBLIC FINANCES

EEA migrants pay more in taxes than they receive in benefits

PRODUCTIVITY

Studies we commissioned point towards … a positive impact on productivity but the results are subject to significant
uncertainty

as a result, that the policy response to such success

High-skilled immigrants make a positive contribution to the levels of innovation

haps with tweaks here and there to make things even

INNOVATION
TRAINING

PUBLIC SERVICES

CRIME

WAGES

UNEMPLOYMENT

WELL-BEING

No evidence that migration has had a negative impact on the training of the UK-born workforce. Moreover, there
is some evidence to suggest that skilled migrants have a positive impact on the quantity of training available to the
UK-born workforce
EEA migrants contribute much more to the health service and the provision of social care in financial resources
and through work than they consume in services. EEA workers are an increasing share of the health and social care
workforces though these sectors employ greater numbers of non-EEA migrants. There is no evidence that migration
has reduced the quality of healthcare
We found that migration does not impact crime and there is no evidence to suggest that migrants are linked to any increases
in crime in England and Wales
Migration is not a major determinate of the wages of UK-born workers … some evidence suggesting that lower-skilled workers face a negative impact while higher-skilled workers benefit … the magnitude of the impacts are
generally small

environment you may well expect the MAC to conclude,
should be to keep moving in the same direction – persmoother. For example, the evidence must surely have
left the MAC in no doubt that the ‘tens of thousands’
target is evidence-free nonsense. Sadly, the MAC chose
not to offer a view.
Instead, as well put by Kristian Niemietz:
“There is a strong disconnect between the report’s descriptive part, which summarises the empirical evidence on
the impact of EEA migration in a range of areas, and the
prescriptive part, which contains recommendations for a

The centrepiece – a £30,000 salary floor for foreign
workers which would rule out two thirds of all Brits –
was roundly condemned by business and the public
services that rely on workers who earn less. As we shall
see, many vital sectors found the ladder kicked out from
under them. Indeed, both documents accept that social
care – so often the forgotten child of public policy, and
currently enduring twin crises of funding and staffing
– will be damaged by these plans, yet made no serious
attempt to mitigate that harm.
The White Paper emerged following an almighty row
in Cabinet, primarily about the impact of the proposed
threshold. Given the depth of political uncertainty in the
UK, predicting the future is a mug’s game. But it is clear
that if Theresa May remains in power then – despite the
new Home Secretary’s reluctance to endorse his party’s
net migration target – the UK’s immigration system will
become significantly less open and welcoming.
There are some points of promise in the White Paper’s
details. For example, efforts to make the immigration
system work more smoothly – reducing red tape through
a more efficient sponsorship system and the elimination of resident labour market testing – are most welcome.

No or little impact on the overall employment and unemployment outcomes of the UK-born workforce … may vary
across different UK-born groups

post-Brexit immigration policy. In the first part, the report

But the undeniable impact of the government’s plans,

finds that virtually all of the perceived downsides of EEA

overall, is to make the UK’s immigration system more

We also found no evidence that migration has reduced the average level of subjective well-being in the UK

migration are either non-existent, or relatively small. But

complex and more hostile – to the detriment of the
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country. The White Paper itself estimates the economic

TABLE 2. White Paper Proposals

cost of government proposals at 0.9% of GDP in 2025
alone, and the damage will only accumulate over time.
By the government’s own estimation, the public finances
would take a hit of as much as £4 billion by 2025.
In recent months the government has defended the

A “SINGLE SKILLSBASED SYSTEM”

• EU citizens to be brought within the same immigration system as all other nationals

LOW-PAID MIGRATION
(described in the white
paper as low-skilled)

• The White Paper notes the MAC recommendation, retaining the minimum skilled visa salary threshold at £30,000

proposed Brexit deal as necessary to enable its plans
to reform immigration. This is the prize: lower growth,
depleted public finances meaning higher taxes or cuts to

HIGH-WAGE MIGRATION • As recommended by the MAC, no cap on the numbers of sponsored workers who meet the skill and salary thresholds
• Employers will no longer be required to advertise locally before sponsoring a migrant (the resident labour market test)
• The skills threshold will be lowered to RQF level 3-5 (A-level or equivalent), enabling employers to sponsor for more roles

er staffing crisis in social care and beyond.

across a range of issues. The negative impact on over-

• The MAC to review the Shortage Occupation List, including for occupations at RQF level 3-5, reporting in spring 2019
STUDENTS

all GDP is not seriously contested. As such we focus
elsewhere. We also do not discuss areas in which current
policy is deeply flawed but the White Paper proposes no

FAMILY &
SETTLEMENT

• No change to the extremely high salary or savings thresholds required for UK citizens to bring in spouses and children

SETTLED STATUS

• EU citizens in the UK before the end of the transition period will be eligible for settled status after five years’ residence

united with their spouses. Instead we focus on the following areas:
• The administrative burden of the new migration
system
• Skilled workers

• Closing several alternative pathways for family migration currently available under EU rules (eg. the Surinder Singh route)

• No change regarding serious doubts about the Home Office’s ability to implement the settled status scheme effectively
THE ‘COMPLIANT
ENVIRONMENT’

• No change to any hostile environment policies since the Windrush scandal, except for a temporary data-sharing pause

REFUGEES & ASYLUM

• No change to the rules banning asylum seekers from working, despite cross-party opposition

• No change to the rules allowing indefinite immigration detention, despite cross-party opposition

• No commitments on refugee resettlement beyond promises of the Cameron government ending in 2020

• The temporary migration scheme
• settled status and the hostile environment

• Six months’ post-study leave to all master’s students, and bachelor’s students at UK universities studying at an
institution with degree awarding powers
• A lengthened period in which students can apply to switch to a skilled workers’ visa, including from outside the UK

changes – such as the ban on asylum seekers working
and salary thresholds stopping UK citizens from being

• As a “transitional measure”, a short-term work visa strictly limited to 12 months will be introduced
• No sectoral labour schemes, except possibly for seasonal agricultural work following a small 2019 pilot

public services like the NHS, lower productivity, a deep-

This report sets out our analysis of the White Paper

• Some different treatment where negotiated with foreign governments

YOUTH MOBILITY

• Broad promise to “expand existing youth mobility arrangements” on a reciprocal basis

• International students
Ultimately this White Paper flows from the self-defeating desire to end free movement whatever the cost.
Even on its own terms it lacks coherent strategy, it cuts
across the plans of other departments from Health to
Education, MHCLG and BEIS to the Treasury, and worst
of all will likely exacerbate the very problems it seeks to
solve.
At a high level, this White Paper seeks to move Britain
in the wrong direction: closing the country off when we
most need to open up. That much is clear, but this report
looks deeper – and finds serious flaws in the detail of
the government’s plans.
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Part One White Paper, red tape
The main benefit touted in the government’s White Paper

This section presents Global Future’s estimates of the admin-

is the transition to a “single system” for migrants from within

istrative cost that the White Paper’s proposals would impose

and outside the EU. The single system rhetoric carries an

on businesses, the public sector and the NHS.

implied promise of greater simplicity.
But an end to free movement is an unambiguous move
towards a more complex and burdensome immigration
system. Under the proposals in the White Paper, tens of
thousands of additional workers each year would require a

A. Aggregate costs
In total, imposing new visa requirements on EU workers will
create costs of well over £1 billion to UK employers in the
first five years of the new policy framework.

sponsored visa, putting them and their employers through

Employers typically cover the application costs of work-

costly and complex Home Office bureaucracy.

ers they are seeking to sponsor, and often the costs for

The government has made a non-specific promise of
“significant reforms” to the visa process, to ensure that
“overall the burden on businesses is no greater” than at
present.3 This commitment is entirely unachievable
within the White Paper’s policy framework.

their partners and children. We assume that all employers
pay their workers’ costs and two-thirds pay for their dependants. There are also further costs of the Home Office
bureaucracy which requires employers to notify the Home
Office about minor changes in the circumstances of either
their business or the migrant employee. In this scenario the

Our modelling suggests that the proposed changes

total additional cost to employers would be £1.14 billion

would inflict new costs of over £1 billion on British

over the first five years of the policy.

employers. And these estimates are based on the
premise that the bureaucratic burden of each individual
visa application does not increase – a highly generous
assumption, since the new system would see UK Visas &

These estimates are based on the White Paper’s projections
of the number of EU nationals who would migrate under
the new skilled worker system.

Immigration’s visa-related caseload increase by tens of

They include fees charged by the Home Office to migrants

thousands of applications per year.

and their sponsoring employers. We also estimate the ad-

TABLE 3.
Employers

Workers

Workers' dependants

2021

£169,680,127

£63,498,240

£8,254,772

2022

£165,894,861

£62,081,706

£8,070,622

2023

£161,604,893

£60,476,300

£7,861,919

2024

£158,603,445

£59,353,088

£7,715,902

2025

£156,099,051

£58,415,886

£7,594,065

Total

£811,882,377

£303,825,220

£39,497,279

Paid by employers

all

all

66%

Total cost to employers

£1,142,039,116

WWW.OURGLOBALFUTURE.COM

11

ministrative costs of the application process, using the cost

Fees and compliance costs in the UK visa system are

tor jobs will account for just under 30% of positions filled

The government has shown some willingness in the

of paying an immigration agent to manage the application

considerably higher than in other countries, and in recent

by EU nationals under the new skilled migration system.

last year to create exemptions for the purposes of NHS

as a proxy.

years have increased at significant rates.

This allows us to estimate that the White Paper pro-

recruitment. If salary and skills thresholds were relaxed

Full details of the methodology can be found in the Appen-

Our modelling likely underestimates the costs to employers

posals would come with a projected cost to the public

for NHS employers to allow international recruitment of

dix, but the figures include:

of the proposed new system. Two sources of downward

sector of £337 million over five years.

doctors, nurses and midwives to continue at the current

5

• The Home Office fee of £199 for an employer to assign
a certificate of sponsorship to a visa applicant
• The Immigration Skills Charge of £2000 for each year
on the worker’s visa4

bias are particularly important.
First, we have not included any estimate of the additional
costs for employers who will be sponsoring workers for the
first time: acquiring a sponsorship licence and familiarising

• The visa application fee to the migrant of £610 or
£1220 for a visa period of over three years
• The Immigration Health Surcharge of £400 for each
year on the visa, also payable for each of a migrant’s
accompanying dependants
• Compliance costs of the visa application process of
£1000 to the employer and £1000 to the migrant
• Compliance costs estimated at £450 per worker for
mandatory notifications to the Home Office

themselves with the system will impose significant burdens
on these new employers.

The remaining employer costs of £805 million would be
borne by the private sector. Thanks to the narrowing

This figure, again, is the cost for hiring employees who

competitiveness of “Global Britain” will be hardest hit

can currently be taken on at zero cost.

by this new red tape. Private sector employers hiring
professionals, such as scientific researchers, engineers,
lab technicians, accountants, teachers and physiotherapists, would face new costs of £303.8 million. The bill for

or the costs of complying with Home Office require-

executives and management staff would be £177 million.

ments. In fact, visa fees have seen regular above-

The remainder of £661.2 million is associated with hiring

inflation increases – often as high as 25% a year – since

workers in other occupational groups, principally associ-

2007.7 And in a situation of increased case load com-

ate professionals and skilled tradespeople.

legal fees for dealing with them.

TABLE 4.

rates and any visa costs would not be directly borne by

tinued except for those falling below the £30,000 salary

the public sector. But non-British doctors make up more

threshold, around 5,000 doctors and nurses would join

than a fifth of the GP workforce and the administrative
burdens of the proposed new immigration system would

Australia

£4,551 (A$8,185)

£10,491 (A$18,870)6

According to the White Paper’s projections, that rate

£2,110 (€2,403)

£2,812 (€3,203)

to £589 million.10

in recent years. If the current rate of recruitment con-

the NHS from EU countries each year.

France

Home Office immigration bureaucracy for the NHS up

ployed by the NHS, it is difficult to estimate recruitment

£21,299

£768 (€875)

plan is followed it could drive the cost of complying with

nurses internationally in order to fulfil its staffing needs

£5,009

£149 (€170)

in nurse numbers of “several thousand each year”. If that

self-employed or paid by the practice rather than em-

UK

Germany

give detailed figures, but anticipates a possible increase

The NHS has increasingly been recruiting doctors and

Family of 5 for 5 years

£681 (C$1,170)

the NHS Long Term Plan. The Long Term Plan does not

GP practices of international recruitment. Since GPs are

Single applicant for 3 years

£224 (C$385)

And it does not include the “step change” called for by

None of these figures include the administrative costs to

C. The National Health Service

Country

Canada

be £377.6 million over five years.

of visa criteria, the high-value industries crucial to the

Second, our estimates assume no change in either fees

plexity, delays are almost certain to increase – as are

rate, the administrative cost imposed on the NHS would

8

of recruitment is unlikely to be sustained. The White

undoubtedly make recruitment more costly, affecting clinics’ ability to provide high-quality service to patients.

Paper projects fewer than 20,000 EU immigrants each
year from 2021 to 2025, and fewer than 6,000 would be
expected to work in all parts of the public sector combined. That is clearly not compatible with ongoing rates
of 5,000 per year to work in the NHS alone.

B. Costs to public and private sector
Among the employers affected by the new immigration
system will be various public bodies, including schools, local
governments, the civil service and the National Health

of the public sector. This process achieves nothing except
allowing these employers to continue hiring workers they
already rely on and transferring significant funds from
hospitals and local authorities to the Home Office.

Service. The White Paper’s proposals would create a waste-

Global Future analysis of the White Paper’s projections

ful churn of money and resources between different parts

combined with labour force data suggest that public sec-

This suggests that adequate NHS recruitment from Europe will be extremely difficult under the government’s
new proposals. And the incompatibility runs even deeper
when considering the NHS Long Term Plan, published in
January this year, which calls for a “step change” increase
in international recruitment.9
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Part Two The £30,000 threshold
Industries that make extensive use of the new skilled

businesses in many parts of the economy to recruit the

worker visa will have to deal with costly new red tape.

workers they need.

But many sectors will face an even worse blow: being
cut off from hiring the workers they need because of the
strict conditions in the new system.

Previous work by the Institute for Public Policy Research,
based on recommendations from the Migration Advisory
Committee (MAC) report rather than official proposals,

The government’s central proposal, as currently formulated,

suggested that very large proportions of the EU migrants

would impose a salary threshold of £30,000 per year and

already in the country would not have been able to

an intermediate skills threshold, set at RQF level 3 (equiva-

come under a more restrictive visa regime.11 Our analysis

lent to A-levels). If implemented, that would create serious

examines the government’s proposed policy, using the

difficulties in several industries which have employed large

White Paper’s own projections as a starting point, and

numbers of EU migrants in recent years. The UK econ-

provides a more concrete picture of the shortages the

omy would lose, in just the first five years of the new

new regime would create.

system, hundreds of thousands of valuable workers.

The impact of the new skilled migration system would

A sharp reduction in so-called low-skilled immigration has

be to shrink the workforce across the board, affecting

been advocated, led by the prime minister’s reading of

all industries and occupations. From 2021 to 2025, if

public opinion, by misleadingly presenting evidence which

free movement was retained, net migration from the EU

does not say what the government claims it does. There

would bring 190,000 additional workers into the coun-

is no reason to believe that the new system will benefit

try. Under the government’s policy, the EU workforce

Britain’s workers, economy or public finances.

would shrink not only relative to that baseline but also

This section examines the impact the new system, in
particular the £30,000 salary threshold, would have on
vital sectors of the UK economy.
The White Paper contains non-specific commitments
which might mitigate some of these impacts, notably a
promise to consult on the level of the salary threshold

in absolute terms: net migration of workers would be
minus 68,000 over the period to 2025.
Shrinking workforces would be found in two-thirds of
occupation groups – and all groups would see fewer workers than if free movement continued, including the highlyskilled occupations the system is meant to attract.

and a possible temporary migration scheme for so-called

The limited information released with the White Paper

low-skilled workers. Neither of these are, at this stage,

makes it extremely difficult to give precise estimates for

commitments that can be relied on – neither are includ-

more specific kinds of jobs. But looking at the current

ed in the White Paper’s own projections of the impacts

distribution of the EU workforce suggests that the

of the government’s proposal. In line with the White Pa-

occupations most heavily affected would include:

per, our estimates here assume no change to the salary
threshold and no new low-skilled migration route. The
possible effects of the temporary workers’ scheme are
considered in the next section.
A. Sector shortages
Implementing the White Paper’s proposed salary and
skill thresholds would make it extremely difficult for

• Nursing assistants
• Carers, including senior care workers and home
carers
• Bricklayers, carpenters and other construction
workers
• Cooks and chefs
• Truck, van and coach drivers

WWW.OURGLOBALFUTURE.COM
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TABLE 5.

FIGURE 1: Top sectors for long-term EEA employment growth (2012-2016)12
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Under proposed policy
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ABSOLUTE EMPLOYMENT CHANGE
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300,000

This shift is particularly damaging because, as the White

labour supply in particular sectors – such as retail, food

whose numbers have risen by more than 50% while the

workers, that it will mean employers have to invest in

Paper acknowledges deep in an appendix, the hardest

and drink and logistics – would be even more severe,

workforce from outside the EU fell by a fifth.

training British workers, and that it will encourage

hit occupations have in many cases been highly reliant

hurting businesses and their British workers.

on EU migrants to maintain growth in their workforce in

Subjecting EU nationals to the same strict criteria could

productivity-boosting technology and automation.

mean 115,000 fewer social care staff by 2026 than if

All three of these arguments are dubious as applied

free movement were retained. Such a hit would come

to EU migration in general – but they are completely

Two of the sectors most heavily affected by the end of

at the same time as the UK’s elderly population starts

irrelevant to social care specifically. The sector is already

than half of recent employment growth has come from

free movement will be social care and nursing. Migrants

to increase rapidly. The social care workforce needs to

experiencing acute labour shortages, with a vacancy rate

hiring European nationals. In the food and drink sector,

in these lines of work make a vital contribution to the

expand by more than 400,000 to maintain today’s staff-

almost three times the economy-wide average.

the increase in EEA workers is more than 100% of total

provision of public services in the UK. But their wages

ing ratios in 2026 – a number which would, at current

employment growth because the native and non-EU

are often low, meaning it would be difficult for employ-

recruitment rates, take well over 20 years to reach with

workforce is already contracting. That could mean that

ers to hire European workers under the White Paper’s

new British workers alone. The situation is particularly

the food and drink workforce as a whole shrinks.

restrictive approach to labour migration.

acute in adult residential care, where 285,000 positions

recent years (see Figure 1).

B. Health and social care

In retail, wholesale and warehousing, for example, more

13

could be left unfilled by 2028.

These conditions have not led to rising wages or productivity. Most social care workers are funded through
local authorities, which have experienced severe funding
cuts in the last decade: downward pressure on wages

Slashing employment growth inhibits industry’s output

In social care, previous Global Future analysis has

comes from that central government-imposed squeeze,

by making it very difficult for businesses to survive or

underlined the importance of EU migrants to the sector’s

In the face of this developing crisis, there is no justifica-

not from overseas workers being willing to work for less.

expand. That is why the White Paper’s own analysis finds

future. Recent years have seen the number of British

tion for tightening the immigration rules for social care

Although roles in the sector are extremely demanding,

that, in the aggregate, the reduced labour supply caused

workers in social care rise only slowly, and the non-EEA

workers. There are three main economic arguments

formal high-level qualifications are not generally needed

by ending free movement would reduce GDP by almost

workforce shrink as immigration restrictions increase.

given for limiting immigration to high-wage occupations

for social care jobs, meaning that lack of investment in

1% in 2025. The concentrated impact of a reduced

That has meant a growing reliance on European workers,

only: that it will help drive up the wages of low-skilled

British workers’ training is moot. And care work is widely
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FIGURE 2: Low skilled occupations facing labour market adjustment difficulties & high relative value14

HIGH WAGE/CONTRIBUTION
TO PUBLIC SERVICES

POTENTIAL DIFFICULTY OF
ADJUSTMENT

CHILDCARE
SERVICES

salary thresholds, excessive fees or limited rights to

skilled’ and make it almost impossible for many industries

remain in the UK. This is something that should examined

to recruit immigrants.

as a matter of urgency. Social care workers should at a
minimum be added to the Shortage Occupation List, the
exemptions from the salary threshold, and the govern-

CONSTRUCTION & BUILDING
TRADES SUPERVISORS

CUSTOMER SERVICE OCCUPATIONS
HAIRDRESSERS
SALES RELATED OCCUPATIONS

CARERS
ROAD TRANSPORT
DRIVERS
OTHER SERVICE
OCCUPATIONS
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OCCUPATIONS

SECRETARIAL OCCUPATIONS

would class two thirds of all workers in the UK as ‘un-

list’s function should be expanded to include automatic

SKILLED METAL TRADES
SUPERVISORS

OTHER DRIVERS & TRANSPORT OPERATIVES

population is not harmed by subjecting migrants to new

ment should commission the MAC to investigate how to
ensure the social care sector is not adversely affected by
immigration policy.

OTHER ADMIN OCCUPATIONS
CLEANING OCCUPATIONS
CLEANING & HOUSEKEEPING MANAGERS
MOBILE MACHINE DRIVERS
STORAGE OCCUPATIONS
PLANT & MACHINE OPERATIVES
ASSEMBLERS
SALES ASSISTANTS

PROCESS OPERATIVES

LARGE ABSOLUTE &
PROPORTIONAL EEA
EMPLOYMENT GROWTH
(2012-2016)

The NHS recruited an average of 5435 nurses and
midwives from EEA countries in each of the four years
doctors. The recently published Long Term Plan for the
NHS calls for a significant increase in international recruitment above those rates.
But there are no plans in the Immigration White Paper

The head of NHS Employers, Danny Mortimer, has said

scheme. Even if this were suited to the needs of the sector,

that the White Paper’s commitments “do not provide a

which the next section of this report will explain it is not,

long-term solution to the needs of the NHS across nurs-

it would still constitute a tightening from current rules

ing and other professions”, specifically highlighting the

and so exacerbate staffing difficulties in social care.

blunt salary threshold as a concern for NHS organisations

As Global Future has previously recommended, there is

facing increasingly severe staff shortages.

make addressing the sector’s unique needs vital.

some pieces of evidence and simply ignoring others.
The main claim made in favour of the threshold draws on
analysis by the MAC:

making a positive contribution to public finances.”17

would be absurd for this exemption not to be extended,

including improved pay and conditions as well as a shift

the White Paper does offer depends on misrepresenting

enough to meet a £30,000 salary threshold, along with

ers might benefit from a 12-month temporary migration

EU migration and centrality to public service provision

is incoherent as a matter of policy. What little justification

income at which an average family of EEA migrants starts

salary threshold for nurses will expire in July this year. It

an urgent need for a comprehensive social care strategy

But the £30,000 threshold is not just politically divisive: it

recruited. Around 40% of full-time nurses are not paid

experience any high degree of automation.

tomation effects, high vacancy rate, growing reliance on

for a lower threshold.16 Disputes within the Cabinet led

“The MAC noted that … £30,000 is the level of household

be or that any alternative measures will be introduced.

of free movement (see Figure 2). The unlikelihood of au-

decided”,15 and urged businesses to help him advocate

to make it easier for nurses, midwives or doctors to be

care crisis. The only suggestion is that social care employ-

identified social care as uniquely vulnerable to the end

at Davos that details in the White Paper were “yet to be

until hours before its publication.

recognised as among the least likely occupations to

effectively conceded in the White Paper, which

greement. Chancellor Philip Hammond told an audience

ment is at the heart of the government’s own planning.

but there is no suggestion in the White Paper that it will

This argument, made repeatedly by Global Future, was

the salary threshold is an issue of great political disa-

to the White Paper’s delay by over a year and continued

a quarter of midwives. The current exemption from the
Low skilled occupations illustrated rank highly for the relevant criteria

defence of this high bar. It’s been widely reported that

In healthcare, the need for more international recruit-

leading up to the Brexit referendum, as well as 1539
CONSTRUCTION OPERATIVES

So it is striking that the White Paper says so little in

C. The deceptive rationale for a £30,000 threshold

This seems to imply that the £30,000 threshold is necessary to ensure that immigrants contribute more in tax
than they use in public services. That is simply incorrect.
The £30,000 figure is a crude average, and importantly it
refers to the income of the whole household, not just the
main earner. It is defensible as a salary threshold only if
we assume that EEA workers’ dependants never work, so
that the whole household income must be made by the
visa sponsor. In reality, the White Paper’s technical documentation finds that 58% of working-age EEA dependants are employed.
That suggests that the true “break-even” point will be

in immigration policy. If the government is determined

The extent of the harm caused by the government’s

significantly lower – and this is confirmed by a more

But in spite of this recognition, the White Paper contains

to continue with ending free movement, the social care

proposals is largely down to the £30,000 salary threshold.

nuanced look at the MAC’s analysis. A single immigrant

no policy proposal intended to help alleviate the social

sector will need a carve-out to ensure Britain’s ageing

Taking this as the bar for qualifying as a skilled migrant

aged 20 starts making a net contribution to public
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FIGURE 3: Average weekly earnings for EU nationals, by time employed
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If the government wants to ensure that European immi-

migrant numbers. It was never designed to achieve any

gration is helping the Budget bottom line, it doesn’t need

other goal, and expanding it to EU workers would only do

to do anything – least of all introduce new restrictions

further damage. Now that the “tens of thousands” target has

that would lock workers out of crucial parts of the coun-

largely disappeared from official language, the government

try’s economy.

needs to show it is serious about a workable immigration

Apart from the flimsy fiscal rationale, what defence is
there for the £30,000 threshold? The White Paper and

400

the MAC report gesture towards the possibility that the

policy. That means abandoning the threshold or lowering
it significantly, not just introducing limited exemptions to
patch up some of the problems it creates.

threshold would lead to higher wages – both in profes-

300

sions like social care, where wages are far short of the
threshold, and in sectors where wages approach the

200

threshold but tend to be slightly below it.19 Similarly, it is
suggested that restrictive salary rules will make sure mi-

100

grant workers are highly skilled and encourage employers

0

These suggestions are extremely difficult to reconcile with

to invest in training for their employees.

LESS THAN
1 YEAR

1-2 YEARS

5-10 YEARS

2-5 YEARS

10-20 YEARS

20+ YEARS

the evidence, compiled by the MAC and the government,
about the historic effects of EU migration. The MAC’s
conclusions say that “salary thresholds are likely to ensure

Source: Global Future analysis of Annual Population Survey

that these migrants raise the level of productivity in the UK,
make a clear positive contribution to the public finances and
finances at a salary of a little more than £10,000 a year;

ages. So young immigrants who work entry-level jobs,

contribute to rising wages”.20 That recommendation comes

a household of two 55-year olds contribute if they earn

even if they do not contribute to the public finances initial-

just a few pages after the conclusion that EU migrants

£25,000 between them; even in a household with two

ly, may well do so within a few years.

under free movement have increased productivity and

parents and two children, the adults need only earn
about £22,500 each.

18

All of this shows decisively that income is far from the only
factor determining whether a migrant (or any resident)

innovation, clearly contributed to the public finances and
created no downward pressure on wages.21

Another crucial factor to the public finances is salary pro-

makes a net fiscal contribution. Isolated from the makeup

There is, in summary, no coherent rationale whatsoev-

gression. Migrants who do not make a positive fiscal con-

of the household, number of children, age and other factors,

er for the £30,000 threshold. It is a welcome sign that

tribution when they arrive may start to do so later, as they

salary alone is an extremely crude way of trying to guaran-

the White Paper signals the government’s intention to

gain experience and their wages rise. This is an important

tee that migrants contribute to the public finances.

consult and raises the possibility of lower thresholds in

element to consider because immigrants’ salaries can
increase significantly after their arrival (see Figure 3).

Trying to incorporate these other factors would make
the immigration rules even more Byzantine than they

cases of skills shortage. But that kind of proposal can
only be damage limitation – particularly if it relies on the
Shortage Occupation List, a slow-responding instrument

Salary progression, in fact, tends to be quicker for migrant

currently are. And there is no reason to do so, given that

workers than natives. Significant amounts of international

the MAC also found EEA migrants are already significant

evidence have found that newly arrived immigrants face a

net contributors under freedom of movement. The White

wage penalty compared to natives, but that this gap closes

Paper, too, projects that the new system will worsen the

The £30,000 threshold is a vestige of the period when the

over time – especially for migrants who arrive at younger

government’s fiscal position, not improve it.

government’s overriding policy goal was simply to slash
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currently being fully reviewed for only the second time
since 2011.
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Part Three The temporary worker scheme
From the moment the MAC recommended applying a

pations which, even if unskilled, require relatively extensive

£30,000 salary threshold to workers from the EU, business

on-the-job training before workers become fully capable. In

groups have been united in their opposition to the measure,

social care, for example, new carers are typically not fully inde-

emphasising the importance of European migrants of all skill

pendent and productive employees for at least three months

levels to the UK economy. One of the White Paper’s few

after beginning work. That means the scheme would in effect

concessions to that position is a short-term visa route for less

allow workers to be hired for a nine-month period – an un-

skilled work.

appealing prospect, particularly since most employers in this

The government’s proposal is for a very limited temporary

area are local authorities with severe budget constraints.

labour scheme. Migrants would only be able to stay for 12

Even where training is not so extensive, the timescale makes

months, after which they would have to leave for 12 months

it very hard to see how a temporary visa could provide a real

and could not transfer to any other kind of visa. The visa

solution to businesses’ labour needs. A two- to four-week pe-

would be available only to citizens of selected ‘low-risk’ coun-

riod of training or probation, combined with migrants’ desire

tries, and would charge an increasing fee each year. And even

to leave the UK with time to spare in order to avoid Home

with these limitations the scheme would only be a transitional

Office sanctions, would mean that the maximum period of

accommodation, due to close after 2025.

employment is closer to 10 or 11 months in practice.

Although some kind of route for low-wage migration is better

With the possible exception of purely seasonal work, an

than none, the policy outlined in the White Paper would still

employee who will need to be sacked after ten months is not

be deeply harmful. Its restrictiveness makes it unappealing to

a serious answer to any problem businesses are facing. At

potential migrant workers and unsuited to employers’ needs.

several large retailers, average staff tenure is between six and

And its design would discourage social integration in local

ten years. Construction projects are highly diverse in length

communities and in the workplace.

and nature, but for large projects employers would have to

The temporary labour scheme’s main saving grace is that the
White Paper provides so little detail that the government
has a fair amount of room to manoeuvre. It should take it:
the policy as it stands needs significant change if it is to serve
the interests of the British economy, local communities and
migrant workers.
A. Problems for employers

integrate multiple waves of new migrant employees into their
work over the course of two to three years. This kind of forced
turnover is likely to disrupt businesses’ ability to effectively
fulfil contracts and meet their customers’ needs. The higher
recruitment costs associated with needing to hire on such a
short-term basis were frequently raised as an issue with the
government’s plan.
The fact that the temporary worker scheme is slated to

Thanks to the deep cutback in numbers that a £30,000 salary

operate only until 2025 is also problematic. The White Paper

threshold would create, specific sectors such as social care,

presents the short-term labour route as a transitional meas-

construction, retail and warehousing would likely be the

ure while businesses adapt to a more restrictive immigration

heaviest users of a new temporary work visa. Global Future’s

system.

discussions with industry groups in these areas have identified a number of serious concerns about the government’s
proposals.22

The applicability of the notion of a ‘transitional period’ varies
widely. In retail, for example, it might broadly fit with the
industry’s already-ongoing transformation.23 In other areas the

A key shortcoming of the policy is the very short period of

importance of migrant workers is unlikely to change signifi-

leave envisioned. A 12-month visa is a very poor fit for occu-

cantly over the course of five years: the social care sector’s
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need for employees will only increase, as will the construction

only after negotiations with their governments. That

industry’s if the government is to deliver on major infrastruc-

could mean that the scheme does not actually operate

ture and meet its house-building targets.

effectively in its early years because the government has

But if any transitional period is to be useful to employers, they
at least need to know what they are transitioning to – and
here the White Paper is vague, saying only that the government and the MAC will work out what the post-2025 arrangements, if any, should be. It’s vital that employers, in business as well as local government, are given a real say on these
plans, and adequate time to prepare for what the government
agrees would be a radical and disruptive change.
B. Difficulty attracting workers

not concluded any of these negotiations. Aside from that
risk, the list of approved countries cannot be too restrictive or too many migrants will be cut out to effectively
meet the economy’s needs. The Youth Mobility Scheme,
mentioned in the White Paper as a comparable system,

would make that system similarly disorderly and unap-

Workers might also hope to transition to a student visa.

pealing to potential migrants.

The higher education sector has frequently pointed out that

The details of the new scheme which have been spelled
out also suggest it will be unattractive to migrant workers. Broadly speaking, there are two major drawbacks
to the proposed visa from a migrant’s perspective: its
inflexibility over time limits and its bar on switching to
other visas.

is open to only eight quite high-wage countries. A sys-

A 12-month time limit is, of course, inherently less appealing

tem along these lines would do very little to compensate,

than the option to stay indefinitely. But the problem with

even on a transitional basis, for the disruption caused by

the limit is also its inflexibility: a 12-month period of permis-

ending free movement.

sion followed by a mandatory 12-month ‘cooling off’ period

In some industries which would be heavily affected

restricts migrants’ options for circular movement according to
their needs and those of the economy.

migrants working as laboratory technicians or language assistants rarely earn more than £30,000 despite their skilled work
and valuable contributions to UK education. People in these
jobs might be able to use a 12-month temporary route – but
they would not then be able to transfer into a Master’s or PhD
degree after becoming familiar with the university.
These kinds of career pathway could not be characterised as
‘abusing the system’, but the White Paper’s proposals would
nonetheless make them impossible. That would make the
temporary visa a worse offer for migrants considering this sort
of option.
All of these shortcomings must be considered against the

Contrary to much discussion in the UK, the number of

by the end of free movement, such as construction,

migrants who come to the country is not something

self-employment is very common because of the pro-

For example, consider a trained bricklayer coming to the

decided unilaterally by the government. Migrants make

ject-based nature of most work. There is no mention

UK under free movement. They might work on projects for

decisions about whether a destination is appealing to

of self-employment in the White Paper’s discussion of

four months and then find that – because of the industry’s

them, and governments need to set their policy with that

the temporary scheme. If, as is loosely implied, the new

intensely cyclical nature – work is in short supply. They could

in mind.

system operates similarly to current Youth Mobility

then return to work in their home country and come back to

Schemes, then self-employment likely will be permitted

the UK a few months later – when projects they’ve worked

– but this is a vital point, and its absence in explicit terms

on have progressed and need more bricklaying work, or when

The UK has attracted large numbers of EU migrants in the

suggests the government may not have seriously consid-

construction activity in general has picked up. This would sim-

past, despite the presence of these alternative options within

ered the way this proposal will work.

ply not be possible under the government’s proposed system,

the EU. But if the government wants that to continue – as it

meaning migrants are less likely to want to come in the first

should, and as it says it does at least until 2025 – it must not

place.

implement a restrictive scheme that would make the UK a

This reality is sometimes discussed in the context of a new
“global race for talent”, but it applies just as strongly to lower-wage workers – and the scheme presented in the White
Paper is so restrictively designed that it may not be able
to attract the workers the British economy needs.
Some key details of the new visa, which could significantly affect its appeal to migrants, are simply not
specified in the White Paper. The level of the visa fee
could make the scheme easily accessible or prohibitively expensive. The government has said only that it will
increase each year, in order to reduce numbers, which
is not a promising sign for its interest in making the visa
attractive. It’s also not clear whether immigrants would
have to pay the health surcharge (now £400) or skills
charge (£1000, due to double) currently associated with
work permits.

Finally, the White Paper raises the possibility of a numerical cap on the new visa.24 Caps are not only problematic
for their overall harmful effect of limiting numbers. They

Bricklayers are one of the occupations likely to be most in

also make visa systems chaotic and difficult to negotiate.

shortage if free movement is abolished.25 This kind of circular

The UK experienced this in 2018: the monthly cap on

movement is common among all types of construction work-

Tier 2 visas meant that the minimum salary requirement

ers and across many other industries, and the inflexibility of

swung significantly but very unpredictably. The existing

the proposed temporary scheme would make it very

Youth Mobility Scheme has caps which are often hit for

unattractive to workers in those sectors.

some participating countries. It can also be seen in the
United States, where the annual cap on skilled H-1B visas is usually hit within a few days of applications opening – resulting in a brief period of frenzied applications
each year, followed by a lottery to allocate visas. Issues

The government has also not been clear about which

like these led the government to exempt almost 40% of

nationalities will be eligible for the scheme. Its stated

Tier 2 applications from the cap last year and then agree

intention is to limit it to “low risk countries”, potentially

to abolish it. Reintroducing it to a new low-skilled visa

backdrop of continuing free movement across the remaining
member states. That means that a migrant from any EU country has at least 26 other options, each of which would allow
them much more flexibility, a pathway to any kind of career
progression or long-term residence they can achieve, and the
right to bring family members.

significantly less appealing destination.
C. Social cohesion
In the decades after the Second World War, a number of
countries in northern Europe created “guest worker” programmes to meet their rapidly growing needs for labour.
These programmes – most famously, the West German

The second shortcoming of the new visa is that it does not

gastarbeiter system – were meant to bring workers for short

allow switching into other routes. This means it would not

spells without adding to the permanent population.

appeal to migrants hoping for any kind of career progression
over the course of their stay. Migrants in intermediate-skill
professions might hope to work for 12 months and then,
thanks to the experience and contacts they develop in that
time, be able to find a job eligible for a Tier 2 visa.

The gastarbeiter approach has come to be widely viewed as a
disastrous way of making immigration policy.26 In Germany, it
led to a population of millions of Turkish migrants becoming a
fixture in the country without any ability to settle or gain
permanent status. That insecurity meant they had little reason
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to integrate into German society, and the government

or under exploitative conditions because of their limited

did not encourage them to – creating deep social prob-

access to the financial system. That would be a disaster

lems, many of which are still unresolved.

for social cohesion and directly at odds with the goals of

The government’s proposals for a temporary labour

the government’s social integration Green Paper.

27

scheme would similarly discourage integration of migrant

As well as making it extremely difficult for migrants to be

workers, worsening social cohesion and actually exacer-

well integrated, the temporary visa as currently pro-

bating some of the concerns that opponents of low-

posed would give them very little reason to do so. The

skilled migration most commonly express.

12-month limit in itself means that there is no prospect

At the most basic level, a one-year time limit would create
churn among the migrant population. At present, more
than 80% of EU work migrants stay in the country for
three years or more, so a one-year limit would create a
significant shift towards a less settled migrant population.
Local communities would experience an ongoing cycle
of people living in the area for only short periods, making
it more difficult for migrants to connect with locals and
creating a sense of constant change and uncertainty.

of forming valuable long-term relationships or connections in the community. Further, the previous sub-section discussed how the bar on visa switching would
block migrants from progressing to other work or study.

D. A workable system
The temporary labour scheme is, in some ways, a
welcome concession – at least relative to the MAC’s
recommendation that there should be no immigration
route at all for lower-wage workers.
But, as the CEO of the Federation of Master Builders
Brian Berry put it: “If the 12-month work visa idea was
supposed to be an olive branch to the business community,
it leaves much to be desired.” The policy is meant to help
businesses meet their labour needs but is designed in a
way which makes it very unlikely to be workable.

That sharply reduces the potential reward from con-

The shortcomings of the White Paper proposal are, at their

necting with colleagues, neighbours, students and UK

heart, relatively straightforward: the 12-month time limit

residents in general. Strong local social networks have

and accompanying 12-month cooling-off period. These are

been shown to boost immigrants’ chances of finding se-

lengths of time which make the scheme too inflexible to

cure, higher-paid jobs – but the government would ban

be attractive for either businesses or migrants.

temporary workers from reaping those rewards, remov-

The temporary scheme provides one more reason why
the target needs to be abandoned. An obsession with
net migration figures has driven a policy which will
worsen job security, stop career progression and so keep
migrants on low wages, and worsen their integration into
society – precisely the concerns that opponents of lowskill migration typically express.
If the government is determined to abandon free
movement and impose a high salary threshold on skilled
work visas – neither of which, Global Future maintains,
it should do – then the White Paper’s temporary labour
arrangements need serious reform.
Extending the duration of the visa to three years and
allowing for transfers to other visas are two changes
which there is no sensible reason to resist. Further
changes, such as shortening or eliminating the cooling
off period and allowing workers to bring dependents if

And they are not supported by any serious policy con-

they so choose, would improve the system further. They

siderations. Instead, the scheme appears to have been

would be improvements, of course, because they bring

It is possible that damage to social integration could be-

specifically designed to game the net migration statistics

the new scheme closer to the system of free movement

come an issue in the workplace. Employees at the same

– which do not count people coming for less than a year

which has worked well for Britain and which there is no

level would be divided between native UK residents and

as ‘migrants’ to the UK. That intention is betrayed by

reason to jettison.

migrants who have no prospect of staying longer than a

several facts. Early leaked versions of the policy suggest-

year. In that kind of situation, employers must choose be-

ed an 11-month time limit, to avoid any possibility of

As a result, migrants with short periods of permission to

tween three bad options: investing in training for work-

workers being counted as long-term migrants.28 And it is

be in the country could face difficulty accessing accom-

ers who will soon leave, not investing in training for UK

the only conceivable rationale for stopping people who

modation and banking. Landlords might be reluctant

residents, or differentiating their training offer depending

meet all the criteria for another type of visa from trans-

to rent to people with this type of visa, or be willing to

on immigration status. All of these would be complex and

ferring: so that their stay does not exceed a year.

offer only very short-term or insecure rental contracts,

impractical for employers, and run the risk of creating

because of the risk that they would commit a criminal of-

resentment and dividing workers by nationality.

This problem would be heightened by the government’s
‘hostile environment’ policies to enforce immigration
rules. These measures are discussed in greater detail in
the next section, but in essence they make it a requirement for many private actors such as landlords and
banks to conduct immigration status checks.

fence by continuing to rent to someone whose visa had

ing one incentive for local integration.

That is policy led by the now-discredited target to reduce
net migration into “the tens of thousands”. The target is

Businesses might also find some of their other ways of

now a source of embarrassment for the government.

working put under pressure by this kind of change: the

The Home Secretary appeared to drop it during a recent

need to hire migrant workers on less-than-one-year con-

parliamentary debate on the Immigration Bill.29 But a

tracts could affect what employers view as their stand-

spokesman for the prime minister subsequently con-

These outcomes would do unjustifiable harm to the

ard contract offer, for example. And in general a lower

firmed it is still government policy30 – repeating a similar

migrants themselves, but they also make it more likely

level of integration into society would make it harder for

display of inconsistency at the time of the White Paper’s

that temporary migrant workers would live in a kind

migrant workers to get along with colleagues, increasing

publication last December.31

of parallel society: in temporary accommodation from

the risk of informal workplace segregation and divisions

landlords specialising in migrant workers, working in cash

between employees.

expired. Banks might be unwilling to open accounts for
migrants, or liable to close them in advance of the end of
the 12-month period.
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Part Four The hostile environment and EU settled status
Since 2012, a key pillar of the government’s immigration

living in the UK for decades but did not have any simple

policy has been the hostile environment: a suite of

proof of their right to be in the UK.

measures making it difficult for those without proof of
their legal immigration status to access employment,
accommodation, healthcare and other services.

But the damage inflicted by the hostile environment
goes well beyond the Windrush generation. The policy
has been implemented with minimal monitoring of its

Hostile environment measures have been widely con-

effectiveness or evaluation of the harms it inflicts. The

demned for cutting migrants off from essential services

government has largely ignored the concerns of land-

and outsourcing the enforcement of immigration rules

lords, employers and civil society.

to people with no training in them, such as landlords and
employers. The policy was at the heart of the Windrush
scandal, which ultimately led to the resignation of Home
Secretary Amber Rudd last April.

In a 2016 evaluation, the Independent Chief Inspector
for Borders and Immigration (ICIBI) concluded that the
government’s “justification for extending the ‘hostile environment’ measures is based on the conviction that they are

The government has re-branded the policy as the

‘right’ in principle … rather than on any evidence that the

“compliant environment” in the wake of the Windrush

measures already introduced are working”.32

scandal, but not introduced any substantial changes to
the way it operates. Neither the White Paper nor the
Immigration Bill change that. Instead, the White Paper
states the government’s intention “to develop these

There is now ample evidence of serious flaws in the way
that new enforcement measures have been implemented, resulting in severe hardship.

arrangements so that more enforcement can take place in

The policy of revoking driving licences and closing bank

the UK” – a clear intention to increase, not curtail, the

accounts for people in the country without permission

scope of the hostile environment.

was assessed by ICIBI in 2016. These measures are

At the same time, millions of people would be newly
affected by enforcement measures as Brexit brings an
end to free movement from the EU. European nationals
have largely avoided the brunt of the hostile environment, because up to this point it has been straightforward for them to prove their status. Their status would
be suddenly changed, making life in the UK significantly
more difficult – and raising concerns even more serious
than has been recognised about the prospect of a new
Windrush scandal.
A. The hostile environment
In the last year, the hostile environment has received
extensive public and political attention because of the
Windrush scandal: the denial of employment, healthcare

enforced by the Driver & Vehicle Licensing Agency and
banks and building societies by checking against
records supplied by the Home Office, and the inspection found these records were frequently incomplete,
incorrect or slow to be updated.33 Regarding licence
revocations, the inspector found that although the
proportion of wrong decisions was small, “the Home
Office did not appear to appreciate the seriousness of such
errors for the individuals affected” and offered inadequate redress. The situation for bank account checks
was even worse. The Home Office has no system in
place to count the number of people affected, rightly or
wrongly,34 but a sample check found that 10% of people flagged by banks as lacking permission to be in the
country should not have been disqualified.35

and housing to Commonwealth citizens who had been
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FAMILY MIGRATION FROM THE EU
Under the government's plans in the White Paper,

parents. A report for the Children's Commissioner for

ination.39 Some 85% of inquiries from tenants with the

ronment, numerous civil society groups have long raised

all immigration for spouses and children of British

England found that at least 15,000 children had been

right to be in the country but less straightforward proof

concerns about the policy’s impacts. The Children’s Society

citizens would be governed by the same rules that

affected by the rules from 2012 to 2015.

of their status – including highly vulnerable individuals

has said that more than 100,000 children lack documen-

such as asylum seekers and victims of modern slavery

tation of their status and so are at risk of destitution.44

– received no response from landlords. The investiga-

Housing and homelessness charities Shelter and Crisis

tion also found evidence that right to rent is actively

have raised concerns about the hostile environment’s

creating discrimination: while there was no difference in

impact on migrants who are renters or homeless.45 The

It is difficult to estimate the precise effects of subject-

treatment of white and BME tenants who could pro-

United Nations special rapporteur on racism issued a

ing EU spouses of British citizens to these existing

vide a passport, tenants who were British citizens but

report in 2018 stating that current policy “foreseeably

rules - the White Paper makes no attempt to do so

had no passport were more likely to receive a negative

results in the exclusion, discrimination, and subordination

- but the numbers involved are likely very substan-

response if they were BME than if they were white.

of groups and individuals on the basis of their race, ethnic-

currently apply to non-EU family members.

3

The government has not relaxed any part of the

These rules impose, among other requirements, a

family migration rules and the White Paper proposes

salary rule which means that it is almost impossible

no changes.

for British citizens who earn less than £18,600 a year
to bring their spouses into the country. The Joint
Council for the Welfare of Immigrants has found that
40% of the working population in the UK do not earn
enough for a foreign spouse to join them; the figure
rises above 60% in some regions.1

tial. In the five years to June 2018, 106,000 migrants
came from the UK to accompany or join a family

Work by a Migration Policy Group analyst in 2012

member. Some of these will have been joining a fam-

highlighted that the UK's income threshold is the

ily member who was also an EU national, but many

second-highest in absolute terms among comparable

will have been joining British citizens. And this figure

countries, and comfortably the highest relative to

does not account for EU citizens who initially come to

incomes.2 Australia, New Zealand and Canada do not

the UK for another reason and subsequently begin a

have any income bar to family reunion.

relationship with a British citizen - a potentially much

The policy leads to separated couples and often
children being forced to live apart from one of their

larger group of people who would also be affected by
the expansion of the current restrictive rules.

1. https://www.jcwi.org.uk/Handlers/Download.ashx?IDMF=c8af75d2-dd7a-4924-8922-5f06850755a3
2. The only higher threshold is in Norway, where average incomes are substantially higher. See http://www.mipex.eublog/?p=1321
3. https://www.childrenscommissioner.gov.uk/publication/family-friendly/

Multiple government and independent evaluations have

the mystery shopping exercise and focus groups did indicate

also found issues with the “right to rent” policy, which

a potential for discrimination”.37 A separate independent

requires landlords to check the immigration status of their

assessment of the trial, led by the Joint Council for the

tenants. Right to rent was introduced on a trial basis in

Welfare of Immigrants, found additional issues: 65% of

selected local authorities in 2014, to enable an evaluation of

landlords said that they would be less likely to rent to

its impacts, but the decision to roll it out nationwide was ef-

somebody who needed time to provide proof of their

fectively taken before that evaluation was complete.36

status, and 42% that they would be less likely to rent to

When the government’s report was published, it revealed

anyone without a British passport.38

that black and minority ethnic (BME) renters were more

Further assessments have been carried out since the

likely to be asked for additional information and that

national rollout of right to rent. A follow-up evaluation

“comments from a small number of landlords reported during

by JCWI in 2017 found significant evidence of discrim-

ity or related status”, and recommending the repeal of

The Residential Landlords Association (RLA) has surveyed landlords about their willingness to rent to tenants
with different types of immigration status, and found

legislation requiring private citizens and non-immigration
officials to conduct status checks.46

that the number who are less likely to rent to people

Several parliamentary inquiries have also concluded that

without a UK passport has been rising since Brexit.

the implementation of the hostile environment is deeply

40

The RLA and JCWI are both parties to a legal

flawed. Even before the Windrush scandal, the Home

challenge to the policy, currently before the high court.

Affairs Select Committee found “regular reports of people

There is no evidence that the right to rent scheme

with a lawful right to be here … being caught up in the sys-

achieves any important policy objectives to counter-

tem, often via errors in an application process or problems

balance these harms, or that steps are being taken to

with data retained by the Home Office”.47 A subsequent

mitigate them. A 2018 ICIBI inspection of the policy

inquiry focusing on the Windrush generation noted that

found that “there was no direct contact with the vast

the Home Office “has no way to assess the accuracy of the

majority of landlords” to give them information or ensure

policy [or] the scale of errors being made”. It concluded that

they conduct checks fairly. The Home Office has not

the hostile environment has been developed “without

attempted any further evaluation of the scheme, and the

any clear evidence of its effectiveness but with numerous

inspector concluded that it “is yet to demonstrate its worth

examples of mistakes made and significant distress caused”,

as a tool to encourage immigration compliance … [and] is

and that “[s]imply re-branding it as the ‘compliant’ environ-

doing little to address stakeholders' concerns”.

ment is a meaningless response”.48

The Home Office has recently launched a consultation

Since the Windrush scandal, the Home Office has

41
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on a new online service to make it easier for landlords

temporarily ‘paused’ some of its data-sharing activities

to check their tenants’ permission to be in the country.

– which does not have any impact on ongoing checks

There are as yet very few details about this system. As

by employers and landlords – but introduced no policy

noted above, landlords have previously been found to be

changes. This lack of responsiveness and failure to mon-

reluctant to rent to tenants where their proof of status

itor for adverse consequences raise serious concerns

requires proactive steps from the landlord or is more

about how the government will manage the issues that

complex than a passport.

will inevitably arise from the interaction of the hostile

43

Beyond evaluations of specific parts of the hostile envi-

environment with post-Brexit changes in migration rules,
discussed below.
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B. Implementing the EU Settlement Scheme
The EU Settlement Scheme, commonly known as “settled
status”, is a vast bureaucratic undertaking to give an en-

million applications to the Settlement Scheme are expect-

• The Settlement Resolution Centre could expect to

ed by the deadline in June 2021 – suggesting an average

receive over 1.5 million phone calls and more than

about outcomes for its clients. It reports that half of its

number of applications approaching 4,500 every day.

680,000 emails

clients waited more than three weeks for a decision,

tirely new form of immigration status to as many as four

The pilot was designed to test the Home Office’s new

million people living in the UK.

mobile app and assess the experiences of applicants

The Immigration White Paper contains no new commitments around the implementation of the settlement
scheme, even though the Home Office’s ability to deliver
it adequately has been repeatedly called into question.
The government’s own reports on the scheme’s trial
phase raise a number of serious reasons for concern.

and caseworkers. It was not intended to be a full-scale

people will not find the application easy and 800,000 will

applications closed. This is in stark contrast to the overall

speak negatively about their experience with it

processing times, which saw 81% of cases processed in

will have more extensive resources. Nonetheless, there

on UKVI even more difficult to handle. Over a third of

should be significant doubts about whether the pace of

applications were submitted in the final five days of

decision-making can be increased more than 12-fold

the pilot, and the last day was the single busiest in the

Another support group involved in the settled status

without compromising quality or applicant satisfaction.

period. Even a fairly charitable extrapolation of these

pilot was the Roma Support Group (RSG). Many of

figures – assuming 30% of applications come in the last

the EU nationals helped by RSG were unable to apply

10% of the application period, rather than the last few

because they lacked a passport or a valid email address.

days – raises the possibility of 1.2 million applications

Less than 3% of people were able to submit their appli-

being made in 90 days.

cation without help from a caseworker. The organisation

The government’s report presents as its headline figure

Office “already issues around seven million passports and

that none of the 27,000 applications made during the

three million visas each year and so processing applications

most recent trial phase were rejected: 70% of applicants

on the scale required is feasible”.51 But those visas are

A surge of applications at the beginning of the period –

were given settled status and 30% “pre-settled status”

issued through a process widely criticised – including by

before the Settlement Scheme has its full complement

(which grants a further five years of leave to remain.)

immigration law practitioners, migrant groups and the

of staff and resources – is also possible. This poses a

home affairs select committee52 – as overly bureaucratic

particular risk because delays, wrong decisions and

and prone to severe delays.

poor experiences early on could undermine faith in the

because almost 10% of applications had not been decid-

a week or less. Fully 83% of RoW clients had to provide

Uneven timing of applications will make the burden

largely consisted of pointing to the fact that the Home

This figure understates the likelihood of rejection,

and a quarter had not received a decision a month after

trial replicating the caseload of the full scheme, which

Reassurance on this issue from the government has

Decisions on applications

• Based on satisfaction surveys from the pilot, 920,000

en’s cases during the trial, has shared some information

system, making it more likely that some EU nationals will

additional evidence in their cases, compared to 16% in
the pilot as a whole.56

reported that some of the checks and questions involved
in providing additional evidence caused significant
anxiety among applicants, and that finding the correct
supporting documents was very challenging for many.
The average time taken to complete an application was
two hours. The RSG does not expect that the Home

ed by the time of the report. Around a quarter of these

There are further, more specific reasons to doubt the

had been held to give applicants a chance to provide

Home Office’s ability to deliver the Settlement Scheme

further information. These applications could still be

to an acceptable standard. Statistics from the report on

The Settlement Scheme was opened, on a trial basis, to

therefore taking part in this EU settlement scheme is more

refused; currently they are receiving direct support from

the trial phase show that most applications were able

all EU citizens with a passport on 21st January 2019.

a mitigation exercise”, and calling for significant additional

UKVI staff, whereas legal experts say they “probably

to be dealt with swiftly and without complications. But

Early applicants have immediately faced problems

funding for community support.57

would have been [refused] if the Home Office had been

given the scale of the scheme, even minority issues will

with the automated system failing to match their data,

operating business as usual”.

affect large numbers of people. Based on figures from

requiring them to submit large amounts of additional

the trial:

evidence.54 And the fact that the application process

49

50

More generous treatment reflects the government’s policy
of presuming that applications are valid wherever possible.

• 400,000 people might need to physically send their

But it is much easier to hold applications open for additional

passport to the Home Office for verification – making

evidence in a limited-scale pilot than it will be when the full

the 24-hour check-and-return standard from the pilot

system is opened to millions of applicants. So the zero-rejec-

extremely difficult to achieve

tion rate from the pilot provides limited assurance about the
fair operation of the Settlement Scheme as a whole.
Home Office capacity

• 640,000 people might need to submit additional documents and have these assessed by caseworkers
• At least 760,000 might have to wait over a week for
a decision – likely more, since the published deci-

not apply and be left without status.53

can currently only be completed through an app on an
Android device has added further difficulties to the
process.55
Vulnerable cases
The figures above may well understate the scope of likely
problems, because the full scheme will receive more applications from vulnerable people with complex cases.

Office will be able to ensure settled status is received
by all entitled to it, saying that “the task is impossible and

At the very least, these experiences suggest that dealing
with vulnerable applicants will place serious additional
burden on the Home Office, extending processing times
and making it more difficult to provide high-quality service and decisions. At the worst, these kinds of vulnerabilities could lead to hundreds of thousands of people
losing status – with dire consequences, discussed in the
next section.
C. The next Windrush scandal
Even if the government manages to avoid systematic

During the trial phase, the Home Office made 27,211

sion-time statistics do not account for the applica-

Rights of Women (RoW), a London-based legal charity

implementation issues, the risks associated with the set-

decisions in 75 days, a rate of 363 per day. As many as four

tions yet to be decided

which worked with the Home Office on vulnerable wom-

tlement scheme are significant. Acquiring a new status is
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FIGURE 4.
vital for European citizens in order to avoid being subject

situation and their need to apply for a new legal status.

to hostile environment sanctions, which they have previ-

Of those who are, many will successfully acquire their

ously only needed a passport to avoid.

new documentation. Others will see their applications

The government’s proposals would make it much less

denied, for one of a variety of reasons.

straightforward for EU migrants to prove their right to

For all three groups there is a possibility, ranging from

live and work in the UK. Even isolated implementation

moderate to almost certain, of serious disruption. The

problems in the Home Office could leave large numbers

analysis below details the situations in which Windrush

of people destitute. And even if the government makes

migrants did, and EU citizens might expect to, expe-

no errors, the complexity of shifting millions of people to

rience serious problems related to their immigration

several different new types of status means that land-

status. At any of these junctures migrants can find them-

lords, employers and others inevitably will.

selves without status, or treated as if they lack status,

The Windrush scandal emerged from a similar set of
circumstances: the hostile environment in combination

tion, healthcare and benefits.
When might this disruption begin? As a matter of law,

of thousands of people, the 1971 Immigration Act. This

assuming the UK agrees a transition period, EU nationals

high-level comparison has been drawn repeatedly by

should not need any new form of status until 2021. But

politicians, including mayor of London Sadiq Khan, cam-

since many hostile environment measures are not imple-

paigners and other affected groups such as the Residen-

mented by the government, problems may arise much

tial Landlords Association.

earlier because employers and landlords wrongly think

A survey by the Residential Landlords Association has

the Windrush scandal, there is a direct and highly plausi-

found that landlords are already less likely to rent to

ble parallel with the situation EU citizens will face under

EU citizens than before Brexit negotiations began. It

the government’s new system. The figure below illustrates

is highly probable that this will become more common

in detail how proposed immigration law changes for Euro-

among employers, landlords and others after Brexit –

peans would lead to the next Windrush disaster.

particularly because the government has repeatedly

will, possibly immediately, start to be affected by hostile
environment sanctions – ranging from loss of employment
to denial of healthcare to potential deportation.

LATER LEARN OF
NEED TO
REGULARISE

DENIED STATUS

60

AWARE AND ACT

ACQUIRE RELEVANT
STATUS

issued misleading statements that free movement will
end after March 2019.61

DENIED DUE TO
CIRCUMSTANCES
(ISSUE 4)

Issue 1. Migrants are unaware of the need to act

DENIED DUE TO
SYSTEM ISSUES
(ISSUE 3)

ENCOUNTER
CONFUSION ABOUT
STATUS (ISSUE 2)

ENCOUNTER NO
ISSUES

Migrants who came to the UK without needing to apply

The first two steps are the background to the scan-

for a visa or otherwise gain permission from the Home

dal. Large numbers of people arrive in the UK under a

Office often simply won’t think about their immigration

permissive immigration regime – the situation for most

status or follow developments in the law. Those who are

Commonwealth citizens from 1948 to 1973, and for Eu-

not highly politically engaged may not be aware of the

ropean nationals since at least 1992.58 New immigration

need to apply for new documents.

law then changes the status of current residents.

NOT AWARE OF
NEED TO ACT
(ISSUE 1)

free movement rules have already changed.

parison suggests. For every stage in the development of

Any migrant who reaches any of the boxes marked in red

POLICY CHANGE
CREATES NEED FOR
DOCUMENTATION

and so rapidly lose access to employment, accommoda-

with a law changing the immigration status of hundreds

But the analogy is more significant than this broad com-

ARRIVE
WITHOUT NEED FOR
DOCUMENTATION

59

Not all migrants will be aware of the shift in their

WRONGFUL
DENIALS

“RIGHTFUL”
DENIALS

Almost all the people affected by the Windrush scandal
initially fell into this category, because the need to
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FIGURE 5.

PHASE ONE:
STATUS CHANGE LEAVING MANY UNINFORMED
OF NEW REQUIREMENTS AND RESPONSIBILITIES

STEP ONE:
ARRIVAL

THE WINDRUSH
SCANDAL

Arrive under
free movement
of Commonwealth
cizens up unl
1973 – beginning
with the Windrush
generaon

STEP TWO:
CHANGES IN STATUS

PHASE TWO:
HOSTILE ENVIRONMENT HITS PEOPLE WHO HAVE TRIED TO PLAY BY THE RULES

STEP THREE:
FAILURE TO GET THE NECESSARY DOCUMENTS

Many Windrush migrants are unaware of their
changed status, and do not seek documents
unl affected by the hosle environment
Immigraon
Act 1973
changes status,
creang the need
for documents

Some applicaons are denied due to Home
Office error or excessive evidence requirements
Some applicaons are denied because of
technicalies such as me spent abroad or
minor criminal offences

Up to a million migrants are said to be unaware of
requirements, and will not seek documents unl
affected by the hosle environment

THE PLAN FOR
EU CITIZENS
IN THE UK

Arrive under
free movement
of EU naonals,
1992-2019

Immigraon Bill
2019 changes
status, creang
the need for
documents

Some applicaons are denied due to Home Office
error, under-resourcing and shortcomings of
the seled status app
Some applicaons are denied because of technicalies
such as past encounters with Home Office or because
parents applied too late

STEP FOUR:
OFFICIAL AND UNOFFICIAL
HOSTILE ENVIRONMENT KICKS IN

Undocumented, long-standing
UK residents lose jobs,
homes and benefits, and
receive orders to
leave the country

Even those with
documents face confusion
and discriminaon from
landlords and employers

Undocumented, long-standing
UK residents lose jobs,
homes and benefits, and
receive orders to
leave the country

Even those with
documents face confusion
and discriminaon from
landlords and employers
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TABLE 6.
This makes the risk of problems due to confusion and

of their time living in the UK, which is instead gathered
automatically by data-matching records from different

Type of status

Basis

Type of proof

Expires

risk-aversion high.

Settled status

Under new scheme

Electronic

No

This confusion will be heightened because, at least until

Pre-settled status

Under new scheme

Electronic

Yes – 5 years from issue

Registered EU
national

For those arriving during the
transition

Passport + ?

Yes – June 2021

Unregistered EU
national

For those resident before the
transition

Passport

EU permanent
resident

Under the old system

Passport + PR card

Indefinite Leave to
Remain

Under other parts of the Immigration Rules

the end of the transition period, EU nationals could
have one of at least six different kinds of immigration
status. They have different types of proof and periods
of validity. It is inevitable that employers, landlords and

Passport + Biometric
Residence Permit

others dealing with EU citizens will make mistakes in

Yes – June 2021
Yes – June 2021

that the sources of error are not likely to be exactly the
same – but it should still be expected that there will be
problems, especially given that the £600 million Settlement Scheme is one of the largest projects ever administered by the Home Office.

administering this system, with dire consequences for

Specifically, EU citizens may face issues if there is incon-

those affected.

sistency between how their details have been recorded

67

Two further types of status are created by the government’s

No

parts of the government, notably HMRC. This means

new policy for EU immigration in the event of no deal.
These are not included here, but Global Future has produced a discussion of the likely impacts of that policy.68

in different government departments. There have already
been reports of national naming conventions being handled
poorly by the settled status application software. Those
who have worked cash-in-hand will not appear in HMRC
data and many may not have a banking history.

Issue 2. Migrants with correct status encounter confusion

Issue 3. Migrants are erroneously denied status

Even people who do have a documented right to re-

Processing applications for immigration status from large

being asked for more information. But if staff come

main in the country are liable to problems in the hostile

numbers of long-resident migrants creates significant

under pressure to process large numbers of applications

environment. As noted above, employers, landlords

room for error. Applications can be turned down because

quickly, some may be rejected – and though there will

and others required to conduct immigration checks are

of confusion about what documents need to be submit-

be an appeals route, any significant number of rejections

generally not experts in the law. The scope for confusion

ted, technical problems or mistakes by decision-makers.

could rapidly undermine trust in the system. In any case,

The government is engaging in outreach efforts to make

is very large, particularly because large civil and criminal

The Home Office has a reputation among immigration

having to seek extra information, particularly in hard

EU nationals aware of the need to apply for settled status.

penalties encourage risk-aversion when dealing with

advisers and immigrant communities for its high level of

copy, would greatly increase the burden on the scheme.

But many may remain unaware. Some may have heard

non-UK citizens.

bureaucracy and poor quality of decision-making.

That would increase the likelihood of staff error and the

Even before the Windrush scandal came to public atten-

In many Windrush cases, residents who clearly did have

tion, a UK & Colonies passport was one of the accept-

leave to remain were unable to gain documents evidenc-

able proofs of status. In many cases this should have

ing this for reasons like these. Hubert Howard, for exam-

Issue 4. Migrants are denied status because of their person-

been enough to shield Windrush migrants from hostile

ple, struggled to acquire proof of his status even after the

al circumstances

environment measures – but knowing this required

Home Office had verbally acknowledged his right to be

a detailed knowledge of historical immigration law.

in the country.70 Dexter Bristol – who died at 57 in 2018

Winston Jones,64 Michael Braithwaite65 and Briggs Levi

after losing his job and access to benefits – was denied

Maynard66 were respectively denied housing, employ-

a passport because of an erroneous insistence that his

ment and the right to enter the country because of this

identity document needed to have a photo.71 In most of

kind of confusion.

the reported cases, Windrush migrants were denied proof

document their status did not become urgent until
decades after the 1973 Act. Glenda Caesar and Hubert
Howard are two examples of Windrush migrants who
only discovered the need to get proof of their right to
remain much later, when family circumstances led them
to apply for a passport.62

second-hand reports of the Prime Minister’s “guarantee”
that EU residents could remain in the country and not
realised they would have to apply to take up those rights.
British Future has reported that participants in workshops
for its National Conversation on Immigration project frequently had incorrect information about settled status. In
December last year, a Home Office video advertising the
scheme generated widespread outrage despite containing no new policy information – suggesting knowledge
about the scheme is not currently widespread.
A British Future report suggests that up to a million EU
citizens could be unaware or have wrong information
about settled status and their need to apply for it.

In theory, issues like these would only lead to applicants

69

63

The settlement scheme creates an entirely new form of
status, with which officials, employers and landlords will

of status they were entitled to because the Home Office
imposed extremely high evidential requirements.

have no experience. And there are no plans to give EU

Settled status claims are being dealt with differently.

nationals any hard-copy documentation of their status.

Applicants aren’t generally required to submit evidence

risk of people being left without status because of delays
in the process.

Migrants can also have their applications turned down
because they genuinely do not meet the eligibility criteria. Although these decisions are not erroneous, they
can often reveal that the technical criteria do not match
politicians’ or the public’s beliefs about who should be
permitted to live in the country.
Windrush migrants were granted indefinite leave to remain (ILR) in 1973, but ILR can be lost if a migrant leaves
the country for two years. The National Audit Office reported 74 individuals who had lost their right to be in the
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country and then been detained or removed by the Home
Office. The number affected by broader hostile environment sanctions could be much higher. Whitfield Francis
was left unemployed because he was unable to naturalise
due to being fined for a late MOT renewal.72
The criteria for settled status are intended to be generous, but there is still scope for problems of this kind.
Children, for example, may not realise until several years
down the track that their parents did not apply for
settled status on their behalf – at which point they may
lack any status and have missed the grace period to
apply to the scheme.
Some individuals may not meet the residence requirement and so be granted pre-settled status, but this
risks leaving them in limbo if they still do not meet the
residence requirement when their pre-settled status
expires. In the worst case, this could mean someone who
had lived in the UK for four years before applying to the
settlement scheme, then remained for another five years
but with two six-month spells out of the country, would
not be able to gain full settled status.
Other migrants may be barred from settled status
because the Home Office has previously ordered them
to leave the UK – even if the underlying reason for that
order would not, in itself, disqualify them.73
These are the kinds of cases where the technical reasons
for denying someone status do not amount to a publicly
compelling rationale for making them leave the country
– potentially creating the kind of scandal that forces the
government into a costly ad hoc response.
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Part Five International students
The contribution of international students also extends

share of a rapidly growing international education

to enriching the diversity of perspectives in universities

market is in decline. While the overall number of inter-

and the culture of the local areas where they live. A

national students in the UK has been steady for the last

Education is one of the UK’s most important export

Higher Education Policy Institute survey found that 76%

few years, it has rapidly increased in major competitor

sectors, with an export value of £17.6 billion in 2015, ac-

of UK students think studying alongside international

countries such as the USA, Canada and Australia. At the

cording to the Department for Education. International

students helps prepare them for a global work envi-

same time, surveys suggest a decline in the number of

Almost all politicians speak positively about international

students spend money in the British economy, helping

ronment. Similar results have been found in separate

students and education agents who view the UK as an

students and the government has said that it wants to

support local businesses. The overall economic impact

surveys for the National Union of Students.

appealing study destination.87

continue to “welcome promising students from all around

is extremely high. Oxford Economics found that interna-

the globe.” But that has not been matched by positive

tional students contributed £13.8 billion to GDP in 2014-

policymaking. For many years, the government has large-

15, supporting 206,000 full-time jobs and producing £3.3

ly dismissed the wishes of the sector, with often flimsy

billion in tax revenue.77 A more recent report by London

evidence in support of its choices, in favour of pursuing

Economics for the Higher Education Policy Institute

its overarching net migration target.

found that overseas students who started study in 2015-

There are more than 400,000 students from other

parts of the country, including 31,000 in the Yorkshire &

countries studying at universities in the UK. They come

Humber region and more than 50,000 in Scotland.

because of Britain’s world-leading academic institutions,
and they bring enormous benefits to other students,
their universities and the communities they live in.
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The White Paper does not mark any change on this front,
despite the MAC report containing overwhelmingly
positive findings about the contributions international
students make to the UK. The government’s central com-
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16 brought a gross benefit of £22.6 billion, nearly ten
times higher than the cost they impose on public servic-

82

Outside the university, overseas students are much more

This decline is not surprising given the government’s

likely than the UK-born to participate in volunteering

largely hostile stance to international education in re-

activities to promote diversity and help widen access to

cent years. Severe crackdowns on ‘bogus’ student visas

higher education. This kind of outreach and social con-

have reduced fraud but also led to thousands of people

tribution helps explain why a large majority of the public

wrongly losing their status.88 Data from the International

would like the number of international students to rise

Student Barometer shows increasing dissatisfaction with

or stay the same.

the UK’s student visa system.89 Competitor countries, in

83

es.78 These significant contributions are spread across all

Finally, it is widely accepted that international

regions of the UK and all sectors of the economy.

students help boost the UK’s diplomacy and soft power

mitment to end free movement will make the UK far less

Foreign students are also, of course, extremely important

appealing to the one-third of international students who

to the universities where they study. In pure financial

come from the EU. And the minimal reforms it has pro-

terms the impacts are huge: 13% of university income

posed to attract more international students fall far short

comes from the fees paid by non-EU students alone. At

of what the sector needs to remain competitive.

many universities the figure is higher, and in a handful it

79

is well above 25%. This income is particularly important

A. The value of international students

81

in the context of overall deficits at many universities,

abroad, by establishing connections with the UK among
a diverse global population. The House of Lords Select
Committee on Soft Power has called international education a “major contributor” to Britain’s global influence.84 Numerous academic publications have found
that overseas study helps create intercultural trust,
spread values like respect for human rights, and even
promote trade and investment between the UK and

There is very little dispute about the benefits that

meaning that international students are key to sustain-

overseas students bring to the UK and a large amount

ing the financial health of the institution. Vital research

of work has already highlighted them. Here we summa-

and necessary capital expenditure to repair and improve

International students impose little or no strain on public

rise some of the key points, with a focus on the higher

facilities are, to a large extent, only possible because of

resources. Precise estimates are very difficult to produce

education sector because of the much greater amount of

cross-subsidy from international fee income.

because of the way data on public spending is broken

data available.

British students get significant benefits from this kind

The number of international students in UK universities

of research and investment. But international students

in 2016-17 was 442,375, or 19.1% of all students. Both

benefit their classmates in other ways as well. Accord-

the number and the proportion have risen since 2008

ing to Universities UK, large numbers of courses would

but remained relatively steady since 2013. Slightly

simply not be viable without international students – the

more than two thirds of overseas students are from

number of British students interested in them is not

non-EU countries. International students are more likely

enough to make them sustainable.80 These courses are

to be studying at postgraduate level, and in London and

only available to UK residents thanks to international

the South East – but there are significant numbers in all

students’ presence.
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other countries.85

down, but what research has been done suggests a
negligible impact. Only a tiny fraction of road and public
transport use could plausibly be attributed to overseas
students; NHS use is very low because of students’ age
profile; most international students do not have access
to benefits and are unlikely to claim them anyway.86 The
net impact of overseas students on the UK is overwhelmingly and undeniably positive.
Given all these benefits, it is worrying that the UK’s

contrast, have launched ambitious strategies to significantly increase the number of international students
their universities attract.90
B. New barriers for EU students
By far the White Paper’s most significant change on
international student policy, of course, is the end of
free movement. The government intends to bring EU
students within the scope of the existing student visa
system, which would create significant new barriers
discouraging them from study in the UK.
Students would need to apply for a Tier 4 visa, at a cost
of £348. They would also be newly liable to the immigration health surcharge of £300 per year of their visa,
payable upfront. Assuming an average of three years for
every EU student, that implies a new £1300 bill for each
student, payable on arrival. No competitor universities
in EU countries will be imposing this charge. And taken across all EU students it amounts to a £79.8 million
annual barrier to entry, discouraging EU students from
choosing UK universities.91
Processing times for Tier 4 visas can be several weeks
and applications typically require extensive documen-
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tary evidence and sometimes in-person interviews. The

the best in the world – but while competitor countries

The government resisted on numerous grounds: primar-

portant to pay direct attention to whether policy settings

White Paper says that EEA nationals “could” be added

are using policy to make their academic institutions more

ily that this would amount to “fiddling the figures”, since

are making the UK an attractive place to study.

to a low-risk list which eases these requirements, but

attractive, Britain has continued to move in the opposite

students do fall within the UN’s definition of a long-

makes no commitment. Tier 4 compliance also imposes

direction.

term migrant and do have impacts on public services

significant costs on universities, estimated at £67 million
in 2012-13, and these would naturally expand further if

C. Inadequate reforms

whilst in the country.94 Separately, the government also
maintained that students should be included since ONS

the number of students in the visa system expanded by

Since 2010, the government has introduced a series of

statistics indicated that a large number stay in the UK

40-50%.92

immigration policy changes which have almost with-

after the end of their course, and so are not meaningfully

out exception been harmful to the higher education

‘temporary migrants’.

EU students would also be subjected to a much more
strenuous test of their financial resources. Students from
outside the EU in the current system have to demonstrate, at the time of applying for a visa, that they are
capable of covering tuition and living costs without
needing to work or acquire additional funds. The Home
Office ordinarily limits this requirement to the first year

sector. The post-study work visa, which enabled students to stay in the UK for a period after completing
their degrees, was closed in 2011. Interviews for Tier
4 applicants were introduced, making the visa process
more cumbersome, and applications became subject to
heavy-handed and often inaccurate scrutiny.

More recently this debate has been complicated by a
number of cross-cutting developments surrounding the
net migration statistics themselves. It has become
apparent that the ONS net migration statistics are
subject to significant uncertainty because of the way
they are compiled (through interviews with a sample of

That leads to the second major point of sector advocacy:
the post-study work offer. Since the abolition of the previous Tier 1 visa in 2012, there has been no dedicated route
for non-EU students to stay in the UK and work after
graduating. They must instead find a job with a sponsoring
employee through the Tier 2 route for all migrants.96
This makes the UK unique among major destination
countries for international students. The US, Australia,
Canada and New Zealand all have post-study work
programmes lasting between one and four years,
which do not require students to find an employer
in advance.97

of a course, but many universities impose stricter rules

All of these changes came within the broader context of

passengers in airports and ports.) There is some doubt

As a result, UK higher education is relatively less appeal-

for non-EU students.

the government’s determination to reduce overall net

about the headline net migration figures and major

ing to students choosing among a number of possible

migration below 100,000 people per year. Though there

reasons to doubt the reliability of numbers for sub-

destinations. In a 2015 survey of 45,000 prospective

has never been a cap on Tier 4 visas specifically, the

groups, particularly students.

international students, the poor post-study work option

Under the Tier 4 regime, students from EU countries
would also have considerably reduced access to the UK
labour market. Currently these students have unrestricted
work rights thanks to free movement, which gives them
significant flexibility – for example, to fund part-time study
by working. In the non-EU system that would not be possible, because Tier 4 visa holders are limited to 20 hours of
work per week and banned from work altogether if they
are studying part-time. Their ability to transition into work

target meant that there has been almost no willingness
in the Home Office to introduce any reform that could
increase numbers. And the target itself has been harmful: as the MAC concluded, its centrality in government
language “may give the impression that the government
seeks to reduce the net migration of all types of migrants
including students.”93

In particular, the statistics likely underestimate student
emigration. Analysis of a different data source – “exit

was the single most cited reason for choosing not to
study in the UK.98

checks” conducted by the Home Office on visa-holders

A more attractive offer for students who want to stay

departing the country – has confirmed this, finding that

in the UK temporarily and work after graduating is vital

97% of student visa holders leave the country before

to increase the number of international students who

their visa expires. This strikes directly at the stated

choose British universities – a goal which the MAC said

justification that large numbers of students stay in the

the government should pursue.99 But the White Paper

after study would also be reduced, an issue explored below

Advocacy from the higher education sector, beyond

country. That, in combination with the suspicion that the

proposes almost nothing of substance: a one-year period

in the discussion of post-study work visas.

resisting this series of damaging changes, has focused on

Home Office had already been aware of these figures,

of post-study leave for PhD students which is only a

two points: the continuing inclusion of students in the

led to a renewed clamour for students to be excluded

cosmetic change from current arrangements, and two

net migration target, and the need for a new post-study

from the net migration target.

additional months’ leave to find a job with a sponsoring

There are also a number of policy settings outside the
immigration domain which will affect EU students’ interest in studying in the UK, notably policy on fee status
and access to student loans.
These factors combined would make studying in the UK
much less attractive, particularly relative to the offer
from other countries inside and beyond the EU. Students
would face more bureaucracy, higher costs and less
prospect of turning connections made during study into
career opportunities. The UK’s universities are among

work route for graduating students.

However, as the MAC has pointed out, the uncertainty

employer for other graduates.

The place of students in the net migration target has been

around the statistics actually makes removing students

The principal reason for the absence of a serious post-

the subject of a long-running and increasingly technical

from the target more difficult. If there is no reliable

study work route from the White Paper is the fact that

debate. The university sector and a large number of sympa-

figure for net student migration, it is not possible to

the MAC did not recommend one. But the MAC does

thetic politicians have called for students to be excluded so

subtract that figure from the target.

not give any convincing analysis against the advantages

that the “tens of thousands” target for net migration would
not impinge on the recruitment of more international students, given the benefits they bring to the UK.

95

This is an important point. But if it is not possible to insulate student migration from the cutbacks necessitated
by the net migration target, that only makes it more im-

of a new visa. The primary point raised is the purist view
that the British higher education sector should thrive on
the basis of its academic quality alone:
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“Demand for UK education should not be based on work

allow international students to get the most out of their

rights … A post-study work regime could become a pre-

education, encouraging more to come and even further

work study regime.”

increasing their significant contribution to the UK.
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This approach puts UK higher education at a significant
disadvantage to universities in competitor countries,
which have recognised the reality that post-study work
is an important factor in the decision-making of prospective international students.
It is also based on a misunderstanding of the relationship
between quality of education and employment opportunities. In the course of studying at a UK university, students will meet employers and make connections within
the UK. Their qualifications will be more readily understandable for, and appreciated by, UK employers. These
are benefits of a UK education which are only accessible
within the UK. The lack of a post-study work visa means
that prospective students cannot access all the advantages of their degree. Preferring to study in a country
with post-study work options is not seeking a back door
to the labour market – it simply reflects a desire to get
the full benefit of the degree.
That is especially true because in many industries, such
entry-level jobs may be short-term contracts or internships, needed to build work experience and professional
networks. These are likely to pay lower salaries; even if
they do not, employers are less likely to be willing to go
through the complex Tier 2 process for temporary roles.
A post-study work visa would enable students to get
this foothold in the labour market, which might subsequently lead to a Tier 2-eligible job offer. This reinforces
the point raised in Section 2: that immigration policy
should more seriously take into account migrants’ career
pathways.
The principle of this kind of flexibility for new entrants
to the labour market is already recognised in the lower
salary threshold for students transferring into Tier 2 directly from their student visa. It should be applied more
broadly: a new, dedicated post-study work visa would
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Recommendations
Global Future’s analysis of the White Paper provides

List’s main current function will be redundant - so in

strong support for our view that free movement should

future jobs on the Shortage Occupation List should be

be retained. Administrative costs, labour shortages, the

automatically exempted from any salary threshold.

flaws in the temporary scheme, the risk of disaster in
the settled status scheme and significant new barriers
to international students would all be avoided by sim-

3. Protect social care and nursing jobs from the new
system

ply retaining the current system for European migra-

Further steps will be needed for some vital sectors. Social

tion. Free movement brought significant benefits to the

care workers should be immediately added to the short-

UK, as the MAC and the White Paper both find.

age list and exempted from salary rules. The government

If the government remains committed to ending free
movement and pursuing policies broadly in line with its
White Paper proposals, a number of vital changes are

should commission the Migration Advisory Committee
to report on how to ensure social care is not adversely
affected by immigration changes.

MAC advice and consult with employers on lower-wage

8. Improve the attractiveness of the UK to internation-

migration needs immediately, well in advance of any tem-

al students

porary scheme coming to an end.
6. Eliminate hostile environment measures proven to

ers to international students considering studying in the

have failed

UK. The government should counteract these to help

Most policies implemented as part of the hostile environment are disruptive and discriminatory, imposing
additional burdens on migrants and minorities. Several of
its policies have now accumulated significant evidence of
their failure. The ‘right to rent’ policy should be abolished

database and the Home Office’s poor track record in

salary rules and added to the shortage list.

correcting errors.

4. Design the temporary work scheme to fit employers’

These measures are particularly important given the

needs and promote social cohesion

millions of EU citizens who will soon be at significantly
higher risk of being wrongfully caught up in the hostile

den being imposed on employers. The NHS should be

A one-year visa creates needless churn in workplaces,

exempted from visa fees: there is no justification for

reducing productivity, and discourages integration. The

siphoning money from the NHS budget to the Home

temporary work scheme should grant visas for three

7. Ensure the EU Settlement Scheme is adequately

Office.

years to allow job progression and ensure cohesion.

resourced

2. Do not impose a £30,000 threshold for skilled

There is no sensible rationale for barring temporary

There are serious doubts about the ability of the Home

visas

workers from transferring to other routes. Workers on

Office to manage the Settlement Scheme at the scale

the temporary scheme should be permitted to switch to

necessary. The government should significantly expand

other visas where eligible.

the funding and caseworkers available to the Scheme

and vital work that migrants do in the UK. It is an ap-

5. Manage the temporary work scheme to avoid

proach that Global Future disagrees with in principle.

disruption

If it is pursued, the salary threshold needs major change.

Several elements of the proposed temporary scheme

The government plans to consult with business on the

raise the risk of a chaotic system which migrants and

appropriate salary rules but it is clear that the overall

employers find difficult to use. To ensure a smoothly op-

threshold must be significantly below £30,000 to avoid

erating scheme, the government should not impose any

dramatic labour shortages.

numerical caps and guarantee that all EU member states

Whatever the level of the threshold, there should also be

will be eligible countries.

targeted exemptions for occupations which employers

The temporary scheme is intended to be transitional but

are struggling to fill. If the cap on Tier 2 visas is removed

the White Paper gives no details of what the transition

as the government intends, the Shortage Occupation

should be towards. The government should commission

make without it.

competitor countries.

expire in July this year. Nurses should be exempted from

the basis of a crude salary threshold ignores the diverse

NHS use and the significant net fiscal contribution they

for international graduates of UK universities, in line with

ain’s economy and society.

Dividing workers into skilled and unskilled categories on

Immigration Health Surcharge given their low level of

housing. Driving licence and bank account checks should
be ended given their proven reliance on an inaccurate

recent years. Fees need to fall to reduce the new bur-

International students should be exempted from the

A two-year post-study work visa should be introduced

The current lower salary thresholds for nurses are set to

The level of visa fees has risen at very high rates in

maintain the competitiveness of the university sector.

as it is a well-documented source of discrimination in

needed to avoid the policy inflicting great harm on Brit-

1. Mitigate the effect of fees & charges

The end of free movement brings significant new barri-

environment.

overall. It should also dedicate specific additional funds
and staff to work with charities to reach vulnerable migrants who are eligible for settled status.
The likelihood of confusion about the scheme and the
different immigration statuses of EU citizens is very
high. The government must ensure that awareness
campaigns targeting EU nationals are properly
resourced and that employers, local authorities
and NHS managers have correct information about
post-Brexit residence and work rights.
It is also vital that all EU citizens granted settled status
are given hard-copy documentation of their status.
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Appendix: Methodology and Technical Details
This appendix lays out details of the methodological

given year, 9.6% are assumed to leave after one year.

approach and data used to produce estimates of EU

The outflow profile is specified in the technical paper

migration and costs of the new visa system, presented in

and we have applied it unchanged. The same approach

sections 1 and 2 of the report.

is used for baseline outflows and outflows under the

At all points, our estimates either directly take inputs
from the government’s White Paper modelling or follow

new policy; the difference is only in the inflow which the
profile is applied to.

Standard Occupational Classification.4 This requires

from the Annual Survey of Hours and Earnings, which

the assumption that future flows of EU migrants would

gives a proportional distribution of each occupational

(absent any change to the rules) have a similar occupa-

group across the sectors. We combine these figures to

tional profile to the current stock of all EU nationals.

calculate the share of future EU migrants who would work

This assumption may not hold, as the occupations

in the public sector in each occupation and in total.

which attract European migrants can vary with time,
but it is the same assumption used by the government

its methodology. Where possible, we have also compared

We conducted two checks on our methodology. First,

our figures to those published with the White Paper to

our modelled inflow and outflow numbers were com-

confirm their accuracy, finding minimal variation. As a

bined to produce a net migration figure for each year

Estimates by occupation for flows under the govern-

with each visa. These fall into two categories: Home

result, all our estimates are closely related to the govern-

from 2019 to 2025, both for the baseline and under

ment’s new policy require a calculation of how different

Office visa fees and ‘red tape’ costs of compliance.

ment’s own projections of EU migration levels.

the new policy. These figures were then compared to

occupational groups would be affected by the skill and

those shown in the White Paper. For the baseline, the

salary thresholds. The White Paper includes data on this

two figures never differed by more than a few hundred

issue and so we have applied the government estimates

The White Paper’s accompanying technical paper con-

people. For the policy estimates, the differences were

– for example, that 55.1% of inflows in SOC group 3

tains, at Figure 3, a projection of long-term work-related

similarly small by 2024; for earlier years the rapid decline

would not pass the skilled visa criteria – to our baseline

migration inflows from EEA countries if free movement

and formatting of the White Paper’s figures made data

estimates.

were retained. We take the figures for the central scenar-

extraction difficult and so discrepancies were larger.

io from these projections using Automeris data extraction

(These extracted data were not used as inputs to any

software – these are the ‘baseline’ figures.

modelling, only for this verification step.)

To produce an estimate of migration under the govern-

Second, we produced an estimate of how many fewer

pational profile as for inflows. For the estimates under

ment’s new policy, the White Paper applied skill and

EEA workers would be in the UK by 2025, by comparing

the proposed policy, one adjustment is required: starting

salary thresholds using data on the occupational dis-

our modelled inflows and outflows for each year. The

in 2022, some of the migrants leaving will have arrived

tribution of EEA nationals currently in the UK. For the

White Paper specifies only a large range of 200,000 to

under the new rules and so be distributed across occupa-

purposes of our aggregate estimates, we do not need to

400,000 for this figure; our result of around 305,000 falls

tions differently. The new distribution is calculated based

reproduce this step because the White Paper reports that

at the centre of the range, confirming that our estimates

on the modelled inflows and applied to the relevant share

the overall effect is an 80% reduction in total inflows.1

conform closely to the government’s.

of outflows.

Estimates by occupation and sector

To calculate the distribution of EU migrants between the

Estimating EU work migration

We therefore calculate inflows under the proposed policy
as 20% of baseline inflows.
Outflows are estimated by replicating the Home Office
methodology in the White Paper.2 This involves applying
an outflow profile based on historic data to inflows from
each year: for example, of the migrants who arrive in a

1.

WP, p128.

2.

Described in the technical paper at pp9-10.

3.

Fig. 5, WP, p128

3

To apportion our aggregate estimates between occupation groups and between public and private sectors,
we started with the baseline inflow estimates and used
data on the distribution of the current stock of EU
citizens in the UK between the nine major groups in the

in the White Paper’s modelling.

Administrative costs
The costs of the visa regime are calculated by multiplying
estimated migration flows by the unit costs associated

Aggregate outflows are calculated as described above.
These are then distributed between the occupational
groups. For the baseline figures we use the same occu-

public and private sectors, we use two pieces of data.
The first is the distribution of migrants under the policy
between the nine major SOC groups, as just described.
The second is a headcount of workers in each major SOC
group in the public, private and not-for-profit sectors5

4.

Home Office fees vary according to the length of the visa
and whether the migrant is a worker or dependant. We
use the outflow profile described above to estimate the
number of visas of different lengths; all migrants staying
longer than five years are assumed to require a single
5-year visa. The number of dependants is calculated using
the White Paper’s stated dependant ratio of 0.13.
The fees calculated are:
• Visa application fee, to the migrant and each dependant:
£610 or £1220 for a visa of longer than three years
• Immigration Health Surcharge, to the migrant and each
dependant: £400 per year of the visa
• Sponsorship certificate assignment, to the employer:
£199
• Immigration Skills Charge, to the employer: £2000 per
year of the visa
The cost of navigating and complying with the visa rules is
estimated using the fees charged by lawyers and immigration agents to handle the process on an employer’s behalf.
We obtained several quotes for assistance with Tier 2
sponsorship and visa application, and discussed these
figures and the overall process with an expert lawyer.

The ONS has produced user-requested data drawing on the Annual Population Survey:
https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/employmentandemployeetypes/adhocs/005913numberandproportionofpeopleinemploymentbycountryofbirthnationalityoccupationandindustryages16andoverapril2015tomarch2016

5.

We merge private and not-for-profit into a single, non-public category.
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End Notes
1.

Apart from the application itself, we have also included

Recruitment of EU and EEA nationals into the NHS was

costs for the requirement on employers to notify the

very high in the years leading up to the Brexit referen-

Home Office about any changes in circumstance – for ex-

dum, meaning that aggregate estimates based on the

ample, a change in address – affecting either the business

occupational profile of all EU migrants in the UK (rather

or the sponsored worker.

than recent arrivals) misrepresent the likely predominance

Our calculations use estimates of the cost of complying

of NHS hiring in future migration flows.

as follows:

For our separate NHS figure, we calculate the recruit-

• £2000 for the overall sponsorship process and visa

ment rate using data from the General Medical Council

application

Register and the Nursing & Midwifery Council Register.6

o We attribute £1000 of this cost to the employer and

The three-year average to 2016 of new register joiners

https://www.independent.co.uk/news/business/analysis-and-features/immigration-migration-advisory-committee-productivity-skill-gdp-brexit-a8542841.html

2.

https://iea.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/01/DP95_Immigration_web-1.pdf

3.

White Paper, p15. The White Paper can be found at https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/the-uks-future-skillsbased-immigration-system; it is referenced simply as ‘White Paper’ throughout this report.

4.

The Immigration Skills Charge is currently £1000. The £2000 rate was promised in the 2017 Conservative manifesto. We
assume that this commitment will have been implemented by 2021.

5.

Figures in the table are courtesy of Fragomen. Currency conversions as at February 1st 2019.

6.

This cost is inflated by the fact that the main temporary work visa in Australia lasts for four years, so the figure given includes

		 £1000 to the migrant

from EEA countries is taken as the baseline rate. This

a second temporary visa application. In fact, after four years, many employees would be able to move to a permanent visa

• £450 for subsequent notifications and updates to the

figure is adjusted down for two factors. First, the pro-

instead, for around the same cost.

Home Office

portion of those on the register who work in the NHS:

o Typically there may be 3 to 4 notifications associat

this is assessed using register data and NHS workforce

		 ed with each sponsored migrant, charged by

statistics, and calculated at 58.9% for doctors and 72.9%

		 lawyers at a cost of between £100 and £300

for nurses and midwives. Second, since some nursing and

		per instance

midwifery roles do not pay more than £30,000, we adjust

In order to come up with a final cost to employers, we
have assumed that employers pay the full cost (Home
Office fees and legal charges) for all workers and for two
thirds of all dependants. This reflects typical business
practice.
The total cost to the public sector is calculated using the distribution of EU migrants between public and private sectors,
described above, to apportion our overall figure.

the nursing figure down. Data from the Annual Survey of
Hours and Earnings suggests that 39.3% of nurses and
midwives earn less than £30,000 and so we decrease our
estimate by this amount.
We also estimate the cost the new immigration system
would impose on the NHS if the Long Term Plan’s commitment to a “step change” in international nurse recruitment is followed. Our calculated current recruitment rate,
after adjustment down due to the salary threshold, is

The costs to the NHS are estimated using the same set of

3,830 EEA nurses per year. The NHS Long Term Plan calls

unit costs, applied to an inflow calculated separately, as

for an increase of “several thousand each year”. We there-

described below. Visa lengths for this inflow are assumed

fore assume a recruitment rate of 6,830 nurses per year

to follow the same outflow profile.

from the EU, starting in 2021. The same outflow profile

NHS recruitment estimates

and visa costs are then applied.

7.

https://www.freemovement.org.uk/increase-immigration-nationality-application-fees-2018-19/

8.

Based on the average numbers joining the medical and nursing registers in the three years to 2016, adjusted for the share
who work in the NHS and who would clear the £30,000 threshold. Full details are given in the Appendix.
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