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INTRODUCTION

Dr Will Prescott and Joe Harrison

Looking back on the 14 years of Conservative rule that ended following 
last July's general election, few observers would dispute that immigration 
was the policy area where, in the new Leader Kemi Badenoch’s words, 
the Tories “got it wrong”.1 

As it looks to rebuild from its landslide defeat, the Conservative Party 
must learn from the mistakes of its time in office, where its approach to 
immigration was marred by unrealistic promises and swings between 
liberalisation and tightening. 

As Opposition Leader in 2010, David Cameron promised to bring annual 
net migration down to the “tens of thousands”.2 Instead, by the year ending 
June 2023, that figure hit a record 906,000.3 Although levels have since 
fallen to an estimated 728,000 in the year ending June 2024,4 they remain 
far higher than what was promised, or indeed than what we saw in the 
mid-1990s, when net migration stood at less than 100,000 per year.5

Attempting to honour its pledges, the Cameron-led Coalition 
Government (2010-15) capped the number of annual skilled worker visas 

1.  Nick Gutteridge, “Badenoch: Tories failed on migration”, Telegraph, 27 November 2024, https://www.telegraph.co.uk/
politics/2024/11/27/kemi-badenoch-admits-tories-failed-on-migration/. 
2.  “Tories would limit immigration to ‘tens of thousands’ a year, says Cameron”, Guardian, 11 January 2010, https://
www.theguardian.com/uk/2010/jan/11/david-cameron-limit-immigration. 
3.  Office for National Statistics, “Long-term international migration, provisional: year ending June 2024”, https://
www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/populationandmigration/internationalmigration/bulletins/
longterminternationalmigrationprovisional/yearendingjune2024 (2024).
4.  Ibid.
5.  Office for National Statistics, “International migration: a recent history”, https://www.ons.
gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/populationandmigration/internationalmigration/articles/
internationalmigrationarecenthistory/2015-01-15 (2015). 
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– then known as Tier 2 visas – at 20,700 per year in April 2011.6 In 
2012, Cameron also scrapped the graduate visa, which allowed overseas 
students studying at UK universities the right to work in the UK for up to 
two years following graduation.7 

Net migration numbers soon fell, declining from 244,000 in the year 
ending June 2010 to 167,000 in the year ending June 2012. However, 
this was more due to economic factors than policy changes and numbers 
soon increased again as the economy recovered.8 Accordingly, annual 
net migration reached 254,000 in the year ending June 2014.9 Much 
of this was due to the rising number of migrants from the EU, which 
increased from 116,000 in the year ending June 2011 to 267,000 in the 
year ending June 2015, and which were almost impossible to reduce due 
to EU freedom of movement rules.10 

Indeed, fears about the UK’s inability to restrict EU migration played 
a major role in the UK’s vote to leave the European Union at the 2016 
referendum. In 2017, the British Social Attitudes Survey, for example, 
found that almost 75% of people who worried about migration voted 
Leave, compared with just over a third of those who were not worried 
about it.11 

However, after Brexit and the abolition of free movement, the Johnson 
Government (2019-22) once again loosened the rules both for students 
and skilled migrants. The post-study work visa was reinstated, and 
the salary threshold for skilled workers lowered; in some cases to just 

6.  The Migration Observatory, “Skilled migrants and a tight cap”, https://migrationobservatory.ox.ac.uk/resources/
commentaries/skilled-migrants-and-a-tight-cap/ (2015).
7.  John Morgan, “UK to reintroduce two-year post-study work visas”, Times Higher Education, https://www.
timeshighereducation.com/news/uk-reintroduce-two-year-post-study-work-visas (2019).
8.  Anthony Seldon and Peter Snowden, Cameron at 10: The verdict (London: William Collins, 2016), 454; Migration 
Observatory, “Skilled migrants”; Roger Mortimore and Andrew Blick, Butler’s British Political Facts (London: Palgrave 
Macmillan, 2018), 478.
9.  Office for National Statistics, “Migration Statistics Quarterly Report: November 2015”, https://www.
ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/populationandmigration/internationalmigration/bulletins/
migrationstatisticsquarterlyreport/november2015 (2015). 
10.  The Migration Observatory, “Net migration to the UK”, https://migrationobservatory.ox.ac.uk/resources/briefings/
long-term-international-migration-flows-to-and-from-the-uk/ (2024).
11.  May Bulman, “Brexit: People voted to leave EU because they feared immigration, major survey finds”, Independent, 
28 June 2017, https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/home-news/brexit-latest-news-leave-eu-immigration-main-
reason-european-union-survey-a7811651.html. 
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£20,480 per year.12 
The number of non-EU skilled migrants increased considerably, with 

the number of work visas approximately doubling between 2014 and 
2022, reaching 331,000 in the year ending June 2022.13 International 
student numbers also soared, with 459,200 new overseas students 
starting courses at UK universities in the 2022-23 academic year, up 
from just 254,000 in the 2017-18 academic year.14 This was despite Prime 
Minister Boris Johnson’s 2019 general election manifesto commitment 
that “overall [immigration] numbers will come down”.15

By late 2023, rapidly increasing net migration soon put pressure on 
the new Sunak Government (2022-2024) to once again tighten the rules 
for students and skilled migrants.16 The minimum annual salary threshold 
for a sponsored Skilled Worker rose to £38,70017 and care workers and 
most international students lost the right to bring dependants with them 
to the UK.18 

These policy changes did reduce migration somewhat – the number of 
healthcare worker visa applications, for example, fell by more than 80% 
between August 2023 and August 2024.19 

Despite repeatedly promising to do so during their last years in 
government,20 the Conservatives also struggled to control irregular 
migration. A rising number of small boats carrying asylum seekers across 
the English Channel has proved especially controversial, with almost 

12.  Migration Advisory Committee, “Review of the shortage occupation list: 2020”, https://assets.publishing.service.
gov.uk/media/5f8d49748fa8f56ad551249a/SOL_2020_Report_Final.pdf (2020), 12.
13.  House of Commons Library, “The UK’s new points-based immigration system”, https://commonslibrary.parliament.
uk/research-briefings/cbp-8911/ (2022), 
14.  House of Commons Library, “International students in UK higher education”, https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/
research-briefings/cbp-7976/ (2024). 
15.  Conservative and Unionist Party, “Get Brexit Done: Unleash Britain’s Potential”, https://cdn.prod.website-files.
com/5da42e2cae7ebd3f8bde353c/5dda924905da587992a064ba_Conservative%202019%20Manifesto.pdf (2019), 20.
16.  Anna Gross and Delphine Strauss, “Sunak under pressure as net migration to UK hits record 745,000”, Financial 
Times, 23 November 2023, https://www.ft.com/content/9ac523da-1c15-43e8-9ccc-bbfdbce4b74a. 
17.  House of Commons Library, “Changes to legal migration rules for family and work visas in 2024”, https://
commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/cbp-9920/ (2023).
18.  Home Office, “Reducing Net Migration Factsheet – May 2024”, https://homeofficemedia.blog.gov.uk/2024/05/23/
reducing-net-migration-factsheet-december-2023/ (2024). 
19.  Anna Gross and Amy Borrett, “UK visa applications from care workers fall sharply”, Financial Times, 8 August 
2024, https://www.ft.com/content/985fb7ee-8bc7-4ed7-9017-3362f64fbf5e. 
20.  10 Downing Street, “Prime Minister Rishi Sunak’s statement on the plan to stop the boats: 22 April 2024”, https://
www.gov.uk/government/speeches/prime-minister-rishi-sunaks-statement-on-the-plan-to-stop-the-boats-22-
april-2024 (2024). 

9



A POSITIVE CONTRIBUTION

37,000 people making the trip in the year ending December 2024 alone.21 
This was up from less than 300 in the year ending December 2018.22

While there have been some notable successes – like the returns 
agreement with Albania, which may have contributed to the drop in 
arrivals from that country from more than 12,600 in the year ending 
December 2022 to 924 in the year ending December 202323 – there 
have been more failures. 

Between 2022 and 2024, the Sunak Government attempted to deter 
migrant crossings through a new UK-Rwanda Migration and Economic 
Development Partnership,24 which sought to deport and process asylum 
claims for small boat arrivals in Rwanda rather than the UK. However, 
the scheme ran into substantial legal problems and no deportation flights 
took off before the new Labour Government abandoned it altogether. 
Even had the flights taken off, it is debatable whether the policy would 
have discouraged new Channel crossings.25 

The political ramifications of these failures to significantly reduce legal 
and irregular migration have been profound. They were a key driving 
force behind Brexit. More recently, public disquiet about persistently high 
levels of immigration has also been a key factor in the electoral defeat of 
the Conservative Party and the rise of Reform UK.26 

The new Labour Government has so far prioritised reducing irregular 
migration. It has focussed on increasing returns agreements, such as 
those with Iraq and Serbia,27 and quickening the processing of asylum 
claims. On the law enforcement side, the Government created the new 

21.  “How many people cross the Channel in small boats and how many claim asylum?”, BBC, https://www.bbc.co.uk/
news/uk-53699511 (2024). 
22.  Migration Observatory, “People crossing the English Channel in small boats”, https://migrationobservatory.ox.ac.
uk/resources/briefings/people-crossing-the-english-channel-in-small-boats/ (2024). 
23.  Ibid. 
24.  House of Commons Library, “UK-Rwanda Migration and Economic Development Partnership”, https://
commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/cbp-9568/ (2024). 
25.  Peter William Walsh, “Q&A: The UK’s former policy to send asylum seekers to Rwanda”, Migration Observatory, 
https://migrationobservatory.ox.ac.uk/resources/commentaries/qa-the-uks-policy-to-send-asylum-seekers-to-
rwanda/ (2024). 
26.  BBC, “UK General election 2024 Results”, https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/election/2024/uk/results (2024); YouGov, 
“Voting intention: Lab 24%, Ref 25%, Con 21% (2-3 Feb 2025)”, https://yougov.co.uk/politics/articles/51511-voting-
intention-lab-24-ref-25-con-21-2-3-feb-2025.
27.  The Migration Observatory, “Labour’s pledges on migration: the data”, https://migrationobservatory.ox.ac.uk/
resources/commentaries/labours-pledges-on-migration-the-data/ (2025).
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position of Border Security Commander, charged with overseeing law 
enforcement and intelligence agency efforts against people smugglers, 
in its attempt to “smash the gangs.”28 Most recently, its new Border 
Security, Asylum and Immigration Bill proposes, among other measures, 
to criminalise “supplying or handling almost any item to be used in 
connection with illegal immigration.”29 

“ �There is no silver bullet to resolving the UK’s 
immigration dilemmas. Policy trade-offs are 
inevitable ”

So far, however, these measures have not led to a significant reduction 
in small boat crossings. In fact, the number of arrivals continues to 
increase – 8,064 people reached the UK via small boats between January 
and April 2025, which is the highest ever total for the first four months 
of the calendar year.30 

With the Labour Government struggling and the Conservative 
Opposition now searching for new policy ideas, there is an urgent need 
and a clear opportunity to provide a fresh and credible centre-right policy 
prospectus on immigration for mainstream political parties to deliver. The 
wolf is at the door: populist parties are on the rise, in large part because 
of a failure to properly manage the immigration system. 

This essay collection is an attempt to offer a popular and effective 
set of policies to improve our immigration system, rooted in centre-
right principles: control, contribution and cohesion. That is, national 
government should have the power to determine the number and type 
of migrants who are admitted, unlike what was the case when we were 
subject to freedom of movement inside the EU. And migrants should only 

28.  10 Downing Street, “New Border Security Commander appointed as Prime Minister’s European reset continues 
in Italy”, https://www.gov.uk/government/news/new-border-security-commander-appointed-as-prime-ministers-
european-reset-continues-in-italy (2024). 
29.  House of Commons Library, “Border Security, Asylum and Immigration Bill 2024-25”, https://commonslibrary.
parliament.uk/research-briefings/cbp-10185/ (2025).
30.  Zahra Fatima, “Record number of migrants cross Channel in 2025 so far”, BBC, https://www.bbc.com/news/
articles/cddezjy97vro (2025). 
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be admitted and allowed to stay if they successfully contribute to and 
integrate into our country.

Crucially, this essay collection is also a plea for honesty on immigration: 
about what can and should be delivered by government. The levels of 
legal and illegal migration that we have experienced in the initial part 
of the 2020s have been unacceptably and eye-wateringly high. The 
public clearly wants much lower levels of both legal and illegal migration. 
Democracy must deliver. But so too must our economy. As such, high 
levels of immigration, like what was experienced in the 2010s when 
net migration hovered between 200,000 and 300,000 per annum, are 
both inevitable and indeed desirable for developed countries. However, 
this is contingent on the type of migrants who are admitted – ones who 
will successfully contribute to and integrate into our country – being 
controlled by national governments. 

This series of essays, which brings together a range of centre-right 
as well as independent thought leaders, offers a bold centre-right 
vision for the future of immigration policy across all different parts of 
the immigration system: work, study, family, and asylum and refugees. 
Contributors will not necessarily agree with one another, but what they 
do agree on is a policy prospectus that is fresh, honest and deliverable.

There is no silver bullet to resolving the UK’s immigration dilemmas. 
Policy trade-offs are inevitable. However, unless the centre-right 
puts forward a coherent, compelling vision of its own, it risks being 
overwhelmed by a populist right that offers simplistic and flawed 
solutions. It is time for moderates to be bold. 

Will Prescott is a Senior Research Fellow at Bright Blue. Will holds a 
DPhil on the British Conservative Party and the role of the state between 
1929 and 1940 from the University of Oxford.

Joe Harrison is a Researcher at Bright Blue. He graduated with a first-
class bachelor’s degree in history and French from the University of 
Bristol in 2024
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IMMIGRATION ISLAND

Understanding and improving the impact  
of immigration

Dr Madeleine Sumption MBE

Pressure on public services figures prominently in political debates 
about migration and is one of the public’s main concerns about the 
issue.31 At a time when public finances are under pressure and public 
satisfaction with the quality of public services has declined,32 is migration 
the problem or the solution? Or both? Or neither? 

“ �Taken together, the research suggests that the 
overall impacts of migration have been relatively 
small and thus that, on average, migrants roughly 
‘pay their way’ in the public finances system ”

I am putting aside debates about what level of population density 
is desirable for the UK, how many houses we build, or the impacts of 
migration on social change. For example, homebuilding in the UK has 
routinely failed to keep up with population growth, putting upward 
pressure on prices.33 However, while important, these issues are mostly 
distinct from this essay’s focus: the challenge of providing high-quality 
public services.

31.  Ipsos, “Public attitudes towards immigration: survey for IMIX”, https://www.ipsos.com/sites/default/files/ct/news/
documents/2019-03/public-attitudes-towards-immigration-survey-for-imix.pdf (2019), 11. 
32.  Ipsos, “Public services face crisis of confidence as election looms”, https://www.ipsos.com/en-uk/public-services-
face-crisis-confidence-election-looms (2024). 
33.  Migration Observatory, “Migrants and housing in the UK”, https://migrationobservatory.ox.ac.uk/resources/
briefings/migrants-and-housing-in-the-uk/ (2024). 
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Migration and public services affect each other in three main 
ways. First, migration affects population growth and thus demand for 
services such as health and education. Second, migration affects public 
finances, and thus our ability as a country to expand public services 
as the population grows. Third, public services affect migration: many 
migrants work in public services, particularly the health and care 
sector. These three factors are related but it is also useful to analyse 
them separately. 

In this piece, I unpick these three areas of this complicated relationship 
between migration and public services and ask what migration 
policymakers can or cannot do in response. 

Migration is the major contributor to population growth in the UK.34 
Even if annual net migration falls from the unusually high levels seen 
in 2022 and 2023, Office for National Statistics (ONS) projections 
plausibly suggest it may remain above 300,000 in future.35 If that 
happens, the UK population would increase by roughly 20% over the 
next 50 years.36

Population growth increases demand for public services, but not 
necessarily evenly. The average migrant arrives in their mid-20s.37 As 
a result, they will use less healthcare and more schooling in the short 
run compared to the average member of the UK population. As they 
get older – assuming they remain in the UK – this will change. Putting 
these nuances aside, we can reasonably assume that to maintain the 
quality of public services in line with population growth, policymakers 
will need to increase both day-to-day spending – such as teachers’ and 
nurses’ salaries – and capital spending – such as on building schools 
and hospitals.

34.  Migration Observatory, “The impact of migration on UK population growth”, https://migrationobservatory.ox.ac.uk/
resources/briefings/the-impact-of-migration-on-uk-population-growth/ (2024). 
35.  Office for National Statistics, “National population projections: 2021-based interim”, https://www.
ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/populationandmigration/populationprojections/bulletins/
nationalpopulationprojections/2021basedinterim (2024). 
36.  Ibid.
37.  Office for National Statistics, “The changing picture of long-term international migration, England and Wales: 
Census 2021”, https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/populationandmigration/internationalmigration/
articles/thechangingpictureoflongterminternationalmigrationenglandandwales/census2021? (2023).
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In principle, an expansion in public services is feasible if there is enough 
money to pay for it. However, the amount of money available is not the 
only consideration. For example, one factor behind long NHS waiting lists 
is that the health service’s productivity has declined.38 The UK has also 
not been very good at making capital investment in recent decades,39 
and this budget line is often among the first things to be squeezed when 
money is tight.40 

In theory, the impact of migration on public services depends on 
whether migrants pay enough tax to cover the costs of expanding public 
services and any other costs the state incurs due to population growth 
such as benefits or infrastructure developments. This should happen if 
the net fiscal impact of migration is either zero or positive. 

Getting a straightforward answer to the question of how migration 
affects public finances is not easy. Many different estimates exist 
and seemingly innocent methodological choices make a difference.41 
For example, estimates that take a snapshot of spending and taxation 
in a given period have sometimes produced negative estimates and 
sometimes positive ones, while Office for Budget Responsibility (OBR) 
projections 50 years into the future have more consistently found small 
positive effects.42 

Taken together, the research suggests that the overall impacts of 
migration have been relatively small and thus that, on average, migrants 
roughly ‘pay their way’ in the public finances system. Note that the 
available estimates of the fiscal impact of migration do not include the 
costs of the asylum backlog. The costs of the backlog have been high in 
recent years and the future outlook is uncertain.

38.  The King’s Fund, “Productivity in the NHS and health care sector”, https://www.kingsfund.org.uk/insight-and-
analysis/data-and-charts/productivity-nhs-health-care-sector (2024). See also Conrad Bannister, “Empowering ICBs: 
A blueprint for fixing the NHS”, Bright Blue, https://www.brightblue.org.uk/empowering-icbs-report/#citch32 (2024). 
39.  Ben Southwood, Samuel Hughes and Sam Bowman, “Foundations: Why Britain has stagnated”, https://
ukfoundations.co/ (2024); Institute for Public Policy Research, “Revealed: Investment in UK is lowest in G7 for third 
year in a row, new data shows”, https://www.ippr.org/media-office/revealed-investment-in-uk-is-lowest-in-g7-for-
third-year-in-a-row-new-data-shows (2024). 
40.  Ben Zaranko, “Public investment: what you need to know”, https://ifs.org.uk/articles/public-investment-what-you-
need-know (2024). 
41.  Migration Observatory, “The fiscal impact of immigration in the UK”, https://migrationobservatory.ox.ac.uk/
resources/briefings/the-fiscal-impact-of-immigration-in-the-uk/ (2024). 
42.  Ibid.
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However, this does not mean that the money is reaching the right 
places to ensure that public services can adapt to rising populations. 
For example, the Institute for Fiscal Studies (IFS) found that funding for 
local government, police and public health (not including the NHS) was 
not well targeted to the needs of different local authorities in the UK.43 As 
noted above, the UK might fail to make the capital investments necessary 
to maintain the number of schools or hospitals per person, even if in 
theory the tax revenues from migration are sufficient to build them. 

Migration can also create specific local costs – for example in translation 
and interpreting – but no data exist to tell us whether these costs are 
significant and they are not well captured in studies of fiscal estimates. In 
the past, local authorities have sometimes been able to access migration-
specific funding pots – such as the Migration Impacts Fund and the 
Controlling Migration Fund – from central government to address the 
localised impacts of migration, including on public services, although 
these pots have been relatively small and aren’t always available. 

Migration also affects public services through a rather different 
channel: the workforce. Public services have long had a role in recruiting 
work visa holders, but this role reached epic proportions in 2023 when 
75% of all skilled work visas went to health and care roles.44 The share 
of health and care visas fell in the first nine months of 2024 after a 
crackdown on sponsorship in the care sector, but remained appreciable 
at just over 30%.45 By September 2024, the number of health and care 
main applicants was still equivalent to around 25,000 people per year, 
not including family members.46 The role of migration in other parts of 
the public service workforce, such as teachers, is much smaller.

43.  Kate Ogden, David Phillips and Max Warner, “How much public spending does each area receive? Local authority-
level estimates for health”, https://ifs.org.uk/publications/how-much-public-spending-does-each-area-receive-local-
authority-level-estimates-health (2024). 
44.  Migration Observatory, “Social care sector continues to drive demand for overseas workers as new data shows 
public sector roles dominate work visas”, https://migrationobservatory.ox.ac.uk/press/social-care-sector-continues-to-
drive-demand-for-overseas-workers-as-new-data-shows-public-sector-roles-dominate-work-visas/ (2024).
45.  UK Government, “Monthly monitoring of entry clearance visa applications,” https://www.gov.uk/government/
statistics/monthly-entry-clearance-visa-applications/monthly-monitoring-of-entry-clearance-visa-applications (2024). 
46.  Ibid. 
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On one hand, migrants are clearly contributing to health and care in 
the UK. Quantifying the economic value of this contribution requires 
too many assumptions to be feasible. In theory, overseas workers’ 
contributions to public services have a financial value as they reduce 
the cost of providing them. For example, the UK does not pay for most of 
overseas nurses’ training, and at least for now has been able to get away 
with offering rather poor pay and conditions in the care sector by relying 
on visa holders to drive a net increase in the care workforce.47 

On the other hand, relying on willing and motivated overseas workers 
to perpetuate a strategy of poor pay and conditions poses long-term 
risks. Most workers in the care sector are not on work visas and are free 
to move into other sectors. If conditions are miserable, employers will 
struggle to retain them. 

In addition, migrants joining our public services are not just workers. 
To paraphrase the Swiss novelist, Max Frisch, they are also people. They 
contribute to population growth and use public services themselves. 
Some will have a positive net fiscal impact, further alleviating pressure 
on public finances and by extension public services. Others will not, 
for example, if they have low incomes and bring non-working family 
members – as many care workers did before the ban on partners and 
children of overseas care workers in early 2024.48 

In other words, the migration of workers into public services brings 
clear benefits to those services, but may also have some hidden costs in 
the longer term. 

47.  Skills for Care, “The state of the adult social care sector and workforce in England 2024”, https://www.
skillsforcare.org.uk/Adult-Social-Care-Workforce-Data/Workforce-intelligence/documents/State-of-the-adult-social-
care-sector/The-state-of-the-adult-social-care-sector-and-workforce-in-England-2024.pdf (2024).
48.  People who work full time and are relatively young will tend to have a positive fiscal impact. However, any non-
working family members will typically not. For more discussion, see the Migration Observatory briefing, “The fiscal 
impact of immigration in the UK”, https://migrationobservatory.ox.ac.uk/resources/briefings/the-fiscal-impact-of-
immigration-in-the-uk/ (2024). 

17



A POSITIVE CONTRIBUTION

Public services in the UK face significant challenges. Official projections 
suggest that there will be growing pressure on public finances due 
largely to population ageing and the rising costs of servicing the national 
debt.49 Additionally, the NHS has struggled to recover from a sharp fall 
in productivity in 2020.50 The available evidence suggests that migration 
has not caused these challenges, although it may have contributed to 
local pressures in some areas and the impacts will not have been even 
across service types.51 

“ �Even if annual net migration falls from the unusually 
high levels seen in 2022 and 2023, Office for 
National Statistics (ONS) projections plausibly 
suggest it may remain above 300,000 in future ”

Nonetheless, policymakers may reasonably ask how the impact of 
migration on public services can be improved, and indeed what options 
the government has.

First, if we believe that migration is roughly fiscally neutral on 
average but that the impacts may be unevenly distributed, one option 
for policymakers is to try to ensure that funding for public services is 
responsive to differences in population growth within the UK. The IFS, 
for example, shows a complicated picture in which funding for some 
services is more responsive to local population growth than for others.52 

Second, policymakers could try to make migration more fiscally 
beneficial. Reducing migration would reduce demand for services but 
it would not necessarily improve those services if it also reduces the 
tax revenue that funds them. However, not all migration is the same. 
Evidence to date suggests that the impact of migration on public finances 

49.  The King’s Fund, “Productivity in the NHS and health care sector”, https://www.kingsfund.org.uk/insight-and-
analysis/data-and-charts/productivity-nhs-health-care-sector (2024). 
50.  Ibid. 
51.  Migration Advisory Committee, “EEA migration report”, https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/migration-
advisory-committee-mac-report-eea-migration (2018). 
52.  For example, see Kate Ogden et al., “Does funding follow need? An analysis of the geographic distribution of public 
spending in England,” https://ifs.org.uk/sites/default/files/2022-11/Does-funding-follow-need-An-analysis-of-the-
geographic-distribution-of-public-spending-in-England-final-.pdf (2022). 
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has on average been neutral – and perhaps positive if we believe the OBR 
estimates – but there are large differences between groups of migrants 
depending on characteristics such as employment rates and earnings. 
These differences have thus far tended to cancel out, but there is no iron 
rule that says they will always do so. In future, the fiscal impacts will 
depend on the composition of migration. 

In theory, immigration policy could change the composition of migration 
to make it more fiscally beneficial and thus do more to support high-
quality public services. In practice, efforts to do this face constraints. 
Migration into low-wage jobs often comes through routes over which the 
government has less discretion, particularly asylum seekers and family 
members of British citizens. Likewise, the most obvious categories of 
migration that were relatively easy to direct using policy, and unlikely to 
make substantial contributions to public finances – namely family members 
of international students and care workers – were already restricted in 
early 2024.53 Further, while refugees are likely to have a negative fiscal 
impact, their numbers are much less amenable to government policy and, 
in any case, the purpose of this migration category is not economic. 

A different strategy to improve migration’s net fiscal contribution is 
to embrace temporary migration. There is now relatively convincing 
evidence that temporary migration has a more positive net fiscal impact 
than permanent migration, including because temporary migrants are 
on average younger.54 However, this strategy comes with some trade-
offs as consciously taking integration out of the system may well have a 
negative social impact. 

In conclusion, while migration does not appear to be the primary driver 
of the challenges facing UK public services, its impacts are uneven and 
complex. Policymakers face difficult trade-offs in seeking to improve the 
fiscal benefits of migration while addressing pressures on services and 

53.  UK Government, “Changes to immigration rules: impact assessments”, https://www.gov.uk/government/
publications/changes-to-immigration-rules-impact-assessments (2024). 
54.  Migration Observatory, “The fiscal impact of immigration in the UK”, https://migrationobservatory.ox.ac.uk/
resources/briefings/the-fiscal-impact-of-immigration-in-the-uk/ (2024). 
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supporting social integration. Policymakers embarking on this task will 
need to consider not just how the immigration system is designed, but 
also how public service investment and funding respond to the population 
growth migration brings.

Dr Madeleine Sumption MBE is the Director of the Migration Observatory 
at the University of Oxford. She is also Deputy Chair of the Migration 
Advisory Committee.

Thanks to David Miles for comments on an earlier draft.
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Reforming government to improve  
the immigration system

Joe Tetlow

As a former Home Office special adviser, I have been asked to shed 
some light on how we might improve the immigration system. My time at 
2 Marsham Street was relatively short, but busy, advising on small boat 
crossings, the Rwanda Act, asylum accommodation and big changes to 
the visa rules which are now cutting net migration. I will try to provide 
some reflections into the state of play under the bonnet at one of our 
Great Offices of State – and offer some advice for the new Labour 
administration on what policies they might pursue.

“ �From next year, Sweden will offer ten times the 
amount the UK does for voluntary returns, which 
should act as some political cover and context ”

First, the context. Annual net migration to the UK hit an historic high 
of 906,000 in 2023 before falling by 20% in 2024.55 Fortunately for 
the new Prime Minister, Sir Keir Starmer, and Home Secretary, Yvette 
Cooper, they have inherited a set of visa reforms, introduced by former 
Conservative Home Secretary James Cleverly,56 which are already 

55.  Office for National Statistics, “Long-term international migration, provisional: year ending June 2024”, https://
www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/populationandmigration/internationalmigration/bulletins/
longterminternationalmigrationprovisional/yearendingjune2024 (2024). 
56.  House of Commons Library, “Changes to legal migration rules for family and work visas in 2024”, https://
commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/cbp-9920/ (2024). 
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cutting inward migration significantly. These reforms included banning 
social care workers and most international students from bringing 
dependants to the UK, as well as raising the minimum annual salary for 
Skilled Worker visas from £26,200 to £38,700 – and the spousal visa to 
£29,000.57

The early signs are promising. There were 54,100 applications for 
dependants on the Health and Care route in the year ending March 
2025 – 76% fewer than the year ending March 2024. And there were 
20,100 applications from dependants of students in the year ending 
March 2025, 83% fewer than the year ending March 2024.58 As a result, 
we can expect a further fall in net migration this year. And during this 
Parliament, without any additional visa measures, the Office for Budget 
Responsibility (OBR),59 the Office for National Statistics (ONS),60 and 
the Migration Advisory Committee (MAC) all think net migration should 
settle at between 300,000-350,000,61 less than half what it is now – 
and back to pre-pandemic levels. Labour should capitalise on this, but 
they should also not rest on their laurels.

Improvements, particularly to how the government machine records 
and transmits data to ministers, should be a priority. The publication 
of monthly visa data has helped provide faster information flows to 
ministers, but these datasets should go much further still, accounting for 
the sponsor institution (be it a university, social care provider, or kebab 
house sponsoring the visa), as well as the local authority area, so that 
ministers have all the information to spot issues quickly. 

Ministers should also consider asking for the current monthly data 

57.  Home Office, “Tough government action on student visas comes into effect”, https://www.gov.uk/government/
news/tough-government-action-on-student-visas-comes-into-effect (2024); House of Commons Library, “Changes 
to legal migration rules for family and work visas in 2024”, https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/
cbp-9920/ (2024). 
58.  Home Office, "Monthly entry clearance visa applications: March 2025", https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/
monthly-entry-clearance-visa-applications-march-2025 (2025). 
59.  Office for Budget Responsibility, “Fiscal risks and sustainability – September 2024”, https://obr.uk/frs/fiscal-risks-
and-sustainability-september-2024/#chapter-1 (2024). 
60.  Office for National Statistics, “National population projections: 2021-based interim”, https://www.
ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/populationandmigration/populationprojections/bulletins/
nationalpopulationprojections/2021basedinterim (2024). 
61.  Caitlin Doherty, “Net migration ‘could be down to around 300,000 in next few years’”, Evening Standard, 17 
December 2024, https://www.standard.co.uk/news/politics/government-migration-advisory-committee-seema-
malhotra-office-for-national-statistics-keir-starmer-b1200551.html. 
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to extend beyond the reformed areas (skilled worker, family, study and 
dependent visas) to include regular tracking of ‘all visas issued’, such 
as graduate and visitor visas (including regular reports on overstays), 
as well as grants of citizenship. The recent revocation of Electronic 
Travel Authorisation (ETA) permission for Trinidad and Tobago,62 from 
where visa overstays and asylum claims have spiked, is a good example 
of data helping ministers make fast decisions.63 This should be the rule, 
not the exception. 

“ �The way US President Donald Trump has used 
tariff policy to secure returns deals should be a 
lesson to an overly cautious Whitehall ”

I would also like to see reform to ‘impact assessments’, the dense 
policy documents that are supposed to provide comprehensive analysis 
of the potential impacts of a policy or regulation, but which are often full 
of wild assumptions, outdated or politically motivated statistics and even 
selective polling. They are not fit for purpose – and the government should 
order a review into how they can be improved. At the very least, they 
need to be shorter, clearer, and given to ministers earlier to interrogate. 

More broadly, a close eye needs to be kept on chain migration, the 
phenomenon where family members of existing migrants and people 
from the same area follow them to the host country. To address this, 
proposals to increase the time before which migrants can apply for 
Indefinite Leave to Remain from five to ten years (as the Netherlands and 
now the Conservative Opposition in the UK are proposing)64 should be 
given careful consideration. 

Labour ministers now have the tools at their disposal to cut or raise 

62.  UK Visas and Immigration, “Visit the UK as a national of Trinidad and Tobago”, https://www.gov.uk/guidance/visit-
the-uk-as-a-national-of-trinidad-and-tobago (2025). 
63.  Natricia Duncan and Kejan Haynes, “Trinidad and Tobago calls new UK visa requirement ‘disproportionate move’”, 
Guardian, 12 March 2025, https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2025/mar/12/trinidad-and-tobago-calls-new-uk-
visa-requirement-disproportionate-move. 
64.  Conservative and Unionist Party, “Rebuilding trust: our new immigration policy”, https://www.conservatives.com/
news/rebuilding-trust-with-our-new-immigration-policy (2025). 
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migration via secondary legislation and, outside the EU, will have nobody 
to blame but themselves if net migration ticks back up. As they approach 
the first year in Government, and with an upcoming Immigration White 
Paper, it is no longer plausible for Labour to blame its inheritance; it must 
instead focus on the reforms it wants to see. 

“ �‘Impact assessments’, the dense policy 
documents that are supposed to provide 
comprehensive analysis of the potential 
impacts of a policy or regulation, but which 
are often full of wild assumptions, outdated 
or politically motivated statistics and even 
selective polling ”

The Border Security, Asylum and Immigration Bill is, I am afraid, only 
a distraction to ministers and senior officials within the Home Office; 
more about tough rhetoric than about tough action. Repealing the 
Rwanda deterrent and re-legislating for domestic arrest powers that 
largely already exist will not stop boats launching from France. Neither 
will an expensive new Border Security Command. But investment in 
drone technology, intelligence, and personnel to help the French police 
prevent launches, as well as to provide clearer evidence to the Crown 
Prosecution Service to put small boat pilots in jail, will make a difference. 
Alongside further investment in the National Crime Agency, Immigration 
Enforcement, and detention capacity, Labour can make progress.

The recent returns deal with Iraq, set in train by the previous 
government, was a big success.65 The question for Labour is whether it 
can get sufficient further returns deals – along with greater co-operation 
with countries from whom we receive the most failed asylum seekers. 
Poor returns records to countries like Turkey and India need to be 

65.  Prime Minister’s Office, 10 Downing Street, “UK and Iraq boost cooperation on trade, growth and illegal migration”, 
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/uk-and-iraq-boost-cooperation-on-trade-growth-and-illegal-migration (2025). 
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resolved and visa restrictions should be applied until that is the case. The 
way US President Donald Trump has used tariff policy to secure returns 
deals should be a lesson to an overly cautious Whitehall. 

As for those who fail the UK asylum system but cannot be removed to 
their home country, Labour does still have a binding treaty under which 
failed asylum seekers, including the four volunteers currently in Rwanda, 
can be relocated. Although politically difficult and legally untested for 
failed asylum seekers, it should not be ruled out. And whilst the Rwanda 
volunteers have been ridiculed, the concept of voluntary returns should 
not be. They are a bigger share of the returns numbers than enforced 
returns. Paying people more to return than the £3,000 currently handed 
out might be an easy way to drive up returns and save money on hotels 
and legal fees. From next year, Sweden will offer ten times the amount 
the UK does for voluntary returns, which should act as some political 
cover and context.66

Nigel Farage, leader of Reform UK, has recently questioned whether 
mass deportations are possible67 – and is right to do so for a variety of 
reasons. The primary reason is there are only around 2,200 beds for 
failed asylum seekers and foreign national offenders combined,68 which is 
nowhere near enough and leaves far too many foreign national offenders 
in the community. The biggest fear for Labour ministers now will be 
that an asylum seeker, failed asylum seeker, or foreign national offender 
commits a horrific crime – like Abdul Ezedi’s acid attack69 – and the 
Home Office is viewed as incompetent, impotent, or both. The move to 
tag dangerous foreign criminals is an important interim measure, but 
having the absolute capability to remove dangerous criminals and failed 
asylum seekers with no right to be here must be the ultimate priority. 

66.  Lynsey Chutel “Sweden will offer migrants $34,000 to go home”, New York Times, 13 September 2024, https://
www.nytimes.com/by/lynsey-chutel. 
67.  Eleni Courea, “In Reform UK’s power struggle, Farage takes on unusual role of moderate voice”, Guardian, 9 March 
2025, https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2025/mar/09/reform-uk-power-struggle-rupert-lowe-nigel-farage. 
68.  Melanie Griffiths and Peter William Walsh, “Immigration detention in the UK”, The Migration Observatory, https://
migrationobservatory.ox.ac.uk/resources/briefings/immigration-detention-in-the-uk/ (2024). 
69.  Daniel Sandford, Mattea Bubalo and Oliver Slow, “Clapham attack suspect Abdul Shokoor Ezedi convicted of sex 
offence in 2018”, BBC News, https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-68167793 (2024). 
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Finally, Labour has pledged to end the use of asylum hotels but 
has not set out how or by when. Increasing the volume of dispersed 
accommodation and maximising beds within them will help. Processing 
asylum claims more quickly will also help, but until the court backlog is 
solved, those who appeal a negative asylum decision will continue to 
wait in taxpayer-funded accommodation for far too long – often longer 
than a year – whilst denied the right to work. Perversely, because it is 
faster, the Home Office now has a financial incentive to grant protection 
to asylum seekers, because they are then moved onto local authority 
waiting lists, instead of awaiting their appeal while housed in Home 
Office accommodation. As caseworkers are asked to clear the asylum 
backlog, they will likely be using something called ‘Streamlined Asylum 
Processing’ (SAP), which essentially means speeding up claims by 
processing them without a substantive interview. When SAP was 
stopped previously, the asylum grant rate fell, so if they are using it again 
now, we are likely to see the grant rate temporarily go back up again. This 
may save on immediate costs, but in the long term, hiring, training, and 
retaining more caseworkers is the best way to sustainably speed up the 
processing system without undermining standards or creating perverse 
outcomes. The other cost-cutting option which will reduce hotel use is 
to let more asylum seekers work and support themselves. The current 
12-month ban is higher than many comparable countries.70

There is plenty more the government should get on and do. The 
National Crime Agency is still relatively new (set up in 2013) but has 
the potential to be the FBI of the UK – with better and more frequent 
communications to inform the public of its often great but underreported 
work, including on immigration crime. Digital government ID is needed 
for so many reasons, not least to account properly for the number of 
people in the country, but also to clamp down on illegal working, as well 
as NHS and benefit fraud. 

70.  Melanie Gower et al., “Asylum seekers: the permission to work policy”, House of Commons Library, https://
commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/sn01908/ (2024).
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The UK should also help to lead international reform to update asylum 
frameworks around the ‘first safe country’ principle with aid ringfenced 
to those countries – and increased safe and legal routes considered 
multilaterally. The contradiction at the heart of the UK’s asylum framework 
is (unless you are eligible for a resettlement scheme, such as the Afghan 
citizens resettlement scheme)71 you must be in the UK to claim asylum – 
all the while the UK pours money into preventing you from getting here. 
The UK should lead sensible reform or pull out.

“ �The move to tag dangerous foreign criminals 
is an important interim measure, but having 
the absolute capability to remove dangerous 
criminals and failed asylum seekers with no right 
to be here must be the ultimate priority ”

The Home Office is certainly unrelenting, but, like any department, it 
relies on good ministers, able advisers, committed senior civil servants, 
functioning systems and a bit of luck. Labour failed to include immigration 
in its recent Plan for Change,72 but perhaps, away from the spotlight, this 
is an area of government policy that has the potential to undergo more 
rapid and impactful change than any other. 

Joe Tetlow is an Associate Fellow at Bright Blue and former Special 
Adviser to the Home Secretary.

71.  UK Visas and Immigration, “Afghan citizens resettlement scheme”, https://www.gov.uk/guidance/afghan-citizens-
resettlement-scheme (2024).
72.  HM Government, “Plan for change”, https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/6751af4719e0c816d18d1df3/
Plan_for_Change.pdf (2024). 
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A more contributory-based system for skilled migration

Ryan Shorthouse

Both sides are guilty: guilty of exaggerating the impacts of the mass 
immigration we experienced in the 2010s, averaging around 200,000 to 
300,000 new people living in this country each year.73

“ �Work, rather than study, has become the most 
common entry route. Migrants are now more 
likely to come from Southern Asia and Western 
or Southern Africa rather than Europe ”

Yes, on average, these high levels of immigration contribute to higher 
economic growth and lower public debt, albeit marginally.74 This is 
obvious, considering the anaemic growth we’ve experienced since 
the mid-noughties, when we were at the start of an era of high net 
migration. Most dynamic studies that analyse the fiscal impact of high 
migration over migrants’ entire lifetimes from the age of 25 estimate at 
best 1% of GDP.75

But the sceptics need to stop having reality distorted by the ranting on 
social media. Most immigrants have integrated well, often much more 
successfully than in other European countries, probably in part because 

73.  House of Commons Library, “Migration statistics”, https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/
sn06077/ (2024). 
74.  The Migration Observatory, “The fiscal impact of immigration to the UK”, https://migrationobservatory.ox.ac.uk/
wp-content/uploads/2024/11/2024-Briefing-The-fiscal-impact-of-immigration-to-the-UK.pdf (2024). 
75.  Ibid.
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of the universality of the English language: their children’s educational 
attainment is especially impressive.76

Yes, there is tension and ghettoisation in some areas: but generally 
migrants have become more dispersed across the country,77 mixed-race 
families have become more common,78 and British attitudes towards 
people of different ethnicities have become more relaxed.79

There are, admittedly, some negative economic impacts. There 
is some older evidence suggesting that high rates of low-paid 
migration can depress the wage growth of the lowest-paid Brits, albeit 
temporarily.80 A rising minimum wage, properly enforced, should have 
countered that somewhat. 

The Office for Budget Responsibility has also modelled the lifetime fiscal 
impact of low-wage migrant workers, which is increasingly negative until 
the age of life expectancy, where it reaches -£617,000.81 But, since the 
end of EU free movement, there have been hardly any legal visa routes 
for low-wage work, other than the capped schemes for youth mobility, 
seasonal workers and domestic workers.

However, there is inevitably increased pressure on public infrastructure, 
since providing more housing, schools and hospitals obviously has 
democratic delays and fiscal constraints which means there will always 
be periods of time where demand outstrips supply.82

But everything has changed in the 2020s: we have entered a 
completely new era of mass immigration. Since the end of the 
pandemic, net migration has skyrocketed to a peak of 906,000 in the 

76.  Centre for Population Change, “Mind the gap: Education, employment and mobility of second-generation 
immigrants in the UK” https://www.cpc.ac.uk/docs/PB75_Mind_the_gap_Education_employment_and_mobility_of_
second-generation_immigrants_in_the_UK.pdf (2024). 
77.  Dominic Bailey and Christi Sodano, “Census: Maps show migration trends”, BBC, https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/
uk-20713380 (2012).
78.  Lucas Fothergill, “Census reveals new chapter in story of mixed-race Britain”, Migration Museum, https://www.
migrationmuseum.org/census-reveals-new-chapter-in-story-of-mixed-race-britain/ (2022). 
79.  Bobby Duffy et al., “Love thy neighbour? Public trust and acceptance of the people who live alongside us”, The 
Policy Institute, https://www.kcl.ac.uk/policy-institute/assets/love-thy-neighbour.pdf (2023). 
80.  Ravi Parekh, Martin Ruhs and Carlos Vargas Silva, “How immigrants affect jobs and wages”, Full Fact, https://
fullfact.org/immigration/immigration-and-jobs-labour-market-effects-immigration/ (2017). 
81.  Office for Budget Responsibility, “Fiscal risks and sustainability” https://obr.uk/docs/dlm_uploads/Fiscal-risks-and-
sustainability-report-September-2024-1.pdf#page=115 (2024), 108.
82.  Ryan Shorthouse, “Drop the Tories’ migration target, Theresa May. It’s unrealistic and ineffective”, Guardian, 12 
May 2017, https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2017/may/12/drop-conservative-migration-target-theresa-
may-unrealistic-ineffective. 
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year to June 2023, according to the Office for National Statistics.83 
This has been dubbed the ‘Boriswave’, thanks to the introduction of 
the post-Brexit immigration system which liberalised entry for non-
EU migrants. 

It is not just the scale, but the composition, of immigration which has 
changed. Work, rather than study, has become the most common entry 
route. Migrants are now more likely to come from Southern Asia and 
Western or Southern Africa rather than Europe. They are likely to be 
slightly higher-skilled, but older and bring dependants with them. Over 
half of all these migrants that have arrived since Brexit work in the health 
sector, especially as care workers and home carers.84

Some of this spike in net migration is a result of Covid-19; workers and 
students who should have come during the lockdown years came later 
alongside the expected cohorts, bulging the numbers. Now net migration 
has begun to fall as temporary migrants leave. The final Conservative 
Government also made effective changes to reduce the levels of skilled 
workers. These included raising the general salary threshold to £38,700 
from £26,200 per annum and disallowing care workers from bringing 
dependants with them on their visas.

Despite these measures, the level of net migration remains eye-
wateringly high. There is only nascent evidence on the overall economic 
and social impacts of the so-called ‘Boriswave’. But it is clear that the 
majority of the UK public wants lower levels of net migration, and has 
consistently voted for this only for it not to be delivered.85

Interestingly though, previous – albeit a decade old – Bright Blue 
research has shown that the UK public does think differently about 
different types of migrants, with most not wanting to see a reduction in 

83.  Tom McArthur, “Net migration hit record 906,000 last year”, BBC, https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/
c3degx4029ko (2024).
84.  The Migration Observatory, “Work visas and migrant workers in the UK”, https://migrationobservatory.ox.ac.uk/wp-
content/uploads/2022/08/MigObs-Briefing-Work-visas-and-migrant-workers-in-the-UK-2024.pdf (2024). 
85.  British Future, “Immigration and the election: Time to choose”, https://www.britishfuture.org/wp-content/
uploads/2024/03/Immigration-and-the-election.Attitudes-tracker-report.Final_.25.3.24.pdf (2024). 
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the levels of skilled workers.86 This was back in 2015, when the levels of 
skilled migration were much lower. And what counts as a skilled migrant 
is very much open to interpretation.

“ �The Immigration Health Surcharge is a sensible 
policy. Why should the NHS always be the 
priority for additional public funding? ”

The available evidence suggests that it is beneficial to the UK to have 
reasonably high levels of high-skilled migration. Considering this, as well 
as the democratic case for lower levels of overall migration, there is a case 
for designing an even more contributory-based skilled migration system. 
This would mean a system where we have fewer but more highly skilled 
migrants on work visas, with an expectation of greater contribution from 
them both economically and socially to the UK. There are several policy 
changes that could help achieve this.

First, the minimum salary threshold for all new skilled workers should 
continue to rise each year, at least in line with wage inflation. 

But there is another way for calculating what this threshold should be. 
If we had better data on the earnings and public service consumption of 
migrants, we might be able to more accurately predict the lifetime net 
fiscal impact of different skilled workers. 

Currently, most modelling of earnings relies on the Labour Force 
Survey, which is limited. The Department for Work and Pensions (DWP) 
and HMRC should share their administrative data so we have much more 
accurate information on migrant wages. The introduction of ID cards will 
also enable statisticians to track and then calculate the public service 
consumption of migrants. 

From this, policymakers could model and set an accurate figure on fiscal 
impact that is deemed to be high-skilled and high-contribution across a 

86.  Ryan Shorthouse and David Kirkby, “A balanced centre-right agenda on immigration: Understanding 
how Conservative voters think about immigration”, Bright Blue, https://www.brightblue.org.uk/wp-content/
uploads/2017/03/immigration.pdf (2015). 
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migrant’s lifetime. Policymakers could then set a starting minimum salary 
threshold that is forecast to achieve this figure on fiscal impact over a 
lifetime. This minimum salary threshold should vary by age – with older 
age brackets obviously having to reach a higher threshold, since they will 
be earning for fewer years. 

The Immigration Health Surcharge is a sensible policy,87 both in terms 
of the principle behind it – that immigrants should contribute a catch-
up payment for use of a free service they have instant access to – and 
because it raises revenue for the health service. But why should the NHS 
always be the priority for additional public funding?

“ �A system where we have fewer but more 
highly skilled migrants on work visas, with an 
expectation of greater contribution from them 
both economically and socially to the UK ”

We could also introduce a new, additional employee and employers’ 
National Insurance (NI) band for migrants, which raises revenue for a 
broader suite of public services that migrants have instant access to, such 
as schools. These would be time-limited supplements, with a discount 
on individuals and businesses who pay upfront the total value of their 
supplement based on their starting salary. As it is an additional cost for 
employers, above and beyond the Immigration Skills Charge they already 
pay, it would also incentivise them to consider more closely whether 
certain jobs could actually be filled by Britons above migrants.

This new National Insurance would mean a greater financial 
contribution from higher-skilled migrants. We could ask for a greater 
social contribution from them too. The terms of their visa could include 
a minimum number of hours volunteering per year, validated by a 
registered charity.

87.  Ryan Shorthouse, “Control, contribution and cohesion: Making the system fit for purpose”, in Mike Buckley and 
Kate Green MP (eds), Open and ethical: Building a fairer immigration system, https://fabians.org.uk/wp-content/
uploads/2019/04/FABJ6230-Migration-Pamphlet-WEB-B-1.pdf (2019), 47-55, 53.
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These changes will lead to a reduction in the number of skilled 
workers, the scale of which will be dependent on how high the new 
minimum salary threshold and NI rates are. As with most policy changes, 
there will be downsides; policy always has trade-offs. In particular, those 
only intending to migrate temporarily – but nonetheless could contribute 
substantially even in the short period they are here – may well calculate 
that it just isn’t worthwhile to move to the UK. Young people, who receive 
lower wages in the earlier part of their careers, may fall short of the new 
threshold, depriving the UK of huge potential talent. 

These downsides could be rectified, in part, by the extension of the 
Youth Mobility Scheme to more countries, first and foremost the EU. 
Currently, this scheme applies to 13 countries, granting a reciprocal 
capped number of places for those up to 30 years old – sometimes up 
to 35 years old – to live, work and study in the other country.88 It is 
vital that we secure a Youth Mobility Scheme with the EU as soon as 
possible, especially since the number of EU workers has fallen since 
before the pandemic,89 and because of the importance of such a scheme 
to securing a closer economic relationship with the bloc. As the number 
of visas granted is capped, this is not a return to free movement. The 
other benefit is that this Youth Mobility Scheme will provide the migrant 
workers for those sectors with low and medium skills shortages.

We need to strike a balance on skilled migration. Skilled migrants 
can bring significant benefits to the UK, but only if they contribute 
considerably, both economically and socially. Let’s have fewer overall, 
but with those who do come contributing much more. 

Ryan Shorthouse is the Executive Chair of Bright Blue and a Senior 
Visiting Fellow at King’s College and the University of Bath. He is a 
Commissioner of the Commonwealth Scholarship Commission.

88.  Ryan Shorthouse, Letter to the Editor, The Times, 30 August 2024, https://www.thetimes.com/comment/letters-
to-editor/article/times-letters-starmers-courting-of-the-eu-via-germany-202z0h03w. 
89.  The Migration Observatory, “Work visas and migrant workers in the UK”.

33



TALENT MAGNET

An immigration system that attracts the best 
entrepreneurs

Eamonn Ives

Innovation has always been an indispensable factor of economic growth 
and this has become especially true of the modern economy. Whereas 
once we could increase the sum of our lot by simply exploiting ever 
more of the natural world around us, now the surest way to meaningfully 
and sustainably increase the size of the pie is to get better at getting 
richer. This invariably means devising, developing and deploying 
new technologies that enable us to work more efficiently and explore 
entirely new horizons. However, while virtually everyone involved in 
Britain’s blossoming innovation ecosystem agrees that immigration is a 
vital ingredient for keeping this particular flywheel of growth spinning, 
current visa policies are not always set up to enable startups to attract 
the skills they need.

Transformative ideas that reshape the economy can emerge from 
many places – from corporate behemoths that can sink resources into 
new products, to publicly-funded scientists who have the leeway to 
pursue curiosity-driven research in the hope of breaking new ground. 
Without doubt, these sorts of entities have been engines of innovation 
in the past, but they nevertheless have their limitations. Incumbent 
firms may have more of an interest in maintaining the status quo, 
while academics do not necessarily have to ensure the commercial 
applicability of their work and can face steep institutional barriers when 
they do try to spin out their research. 

34



TALENT MAGNET

Filling this gap are modern-day startups. In various sectors, these 
plucky challengers are upending traditional business models and bringing 
novel goods and services to bear. A growing body of evidence shows 
how young firms disproportionately create new jobs, boost productivity 
and push forward innovation.90 To thoroughly seize the future, we must 
ensure they have the right conditions in which to thrive.

“ �Some 39% had a founder or co-founder born 
overseas, despite just 15% or so of the UK’s 
population at large being foreign-born ”

Many of the most iconic examples of successful startups have been able 
to conquer markets by being scalable and based on intangible capital.91 
That is, their value typically stems not from raw materials or hardware, 
but ideas, techniques, processes and knowledge. Having the best shot at 
getting more of those abstract assets requires a concentration of talented 
and creative minds – entrepreneurial individuals with a knack for solving 
problems, building companies and organising people. 

Of course, as a relatively well-educated, high human capital country, 
the UK can tap much of its native-born population for these kinds 
of thinkers.92 Yet while doing so is necessary, it would be grossly 
conceited to believe that that is therefore sufficient. Less than 1% of the 
world’s population lives within our borders – and incredible potential 
lies in attracting the very brightest and the best of the remaining 99% 
to come here.93

90.  See: Jessica Looze and Thomas Goff, “Job creation by firm age: Recent trends in the United States”, Ewing 
Marion Kauffman Foundation https://indicators.kauffman.org/wp-content/uploads/sites/2/2022/10/Entrepreneurial-
Jobs-Indicators-National-Report-October-2022.pdf (2002); Julian Kolev et al. “Of academics and creative destruction: 
Startup advantage in the process of innovation”, National Bureau Of Economic Research, https://www.nber.org/
system/files/working_papers/w30362/w30362.pdf (2022); John Haltiwanger et al., “High Growth Young Firms: 
Contribution to Job, Output and Productivity Growth” “https://www.nber.org/system/files/chapters/c13492/revisions/
c13492.rev4.pdf (2016). 
91.  Jonathan Haskel and Stian Westlake, Capitalism without capital: The rise of the intangible economy (Princeton, NK: 
Princeton University Press, 2018).
92.  Department for Education, “England among highest performing western countries in education”, https://www.gov.
uk/government/news/england-among-highest-performing-western-countries-in-education (2023).
93.  International Monetary Fund, “Population”, https://www.imf.org/external/datamapper/LP@WEO/OEMDC/ADVEC/
WEOWORLD (2025). 
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In and of themselves, we know the disproportionate contribution 
immigrants make to the UK’s entrepreneurial ecosystem. For several 
years now, The Entrepreneurs Network has been tracking the founders 
of the UK’s fastest-growing companies by valuation and their countries of 
birth.94 In our latest analysis of the data, some 39% had a founder or co-
founder born overseas, despite just 15% or so of the UK’s population at 
large being foreign-born.95 Among the founders who have featured in our 
analysis to date are those who helped set up enormously valuable and 
innovative companies such as Darktrace, Deliveroo, Monzo, Synthesia, 
Gousto and Oddbox. Many more will become household names in years 
to come.

It should hardly come as a surprise that immigrants find themselves 
disproportionately represented among the founding teams of our most 
trailblazing companies. If you are the sort of person who is willing to 
strike out and relocate your life to a new country to build a business, you 
are already displaying key traits shared by many top entrepreneurs such 
as openness to experience, ambition, adaptability, agency and so forth. 
You are probably also well-educated and may already have connections 
and networks in the country you are moving to. Indeed, when interviewing 
the founders we profile in our research, a common theme is that many 
of them first came to the UK to study at one of our elite universities.96 

Other research has found that the very act of migrating can be a boon 
for innovation. A 2022 study by economist Marta Prato, for instance, 
looked at what happens when patent-holders move countries – either 
from the European Union to the United States, or vice versa. She found 
that migrating inventors’ patenting rates increase by around 40% per 
year when compared to a matched cohort of non-migrating inventors.97 

94.  The Entrepreneurs Network, “Immigrant founders”, https://www.tenentrepreneurs.org/immigrant-founders-
about-1 (2025). 
95.  The Entrepreneurs Network, “Briefing paper: Job creators 2024”, https://static1.squarespace.com/
static/58ed40453a04116f46e8d99b/t/66cec4d404380c54c6e88ed4/1724826859152/Job+Creators+2024.pdf 
(2024). 
96.  The Entrepreneurs Network and Eamonn Ives, “The kids are alright: The case for increasing global youth mobility” 
https://entrepreneursnetwork.substack.com/p/the-kids-are-alright (2024). 
97.  Marta Prato, “The Global Race for Talent: Brain Drain, Knowledge Transfer, and Growth” https://papers.ssrn.com/
sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=4287268 (2022). 
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Meanwhile, in a 2021 paper, economists Dario Diodato, Andrea 
Morrison and Sergio Petralia investigated the impact of migrant scientists 
and inventors to US cities between 1870 and 1940.98 First, they found 
that the arrival of foreign innovators increases the patenting rate of 
domestic innovators within the field in which the migrating innovators 
specialise. Second, they also found an increase in the rate of patenting 
in fields associated with the country the immigrant inventor came from, 
even if that field differed from the immigrant inventor’s specialism. As 
the authors put it, immigrant inventors “act as brokers of knowledge,” 
both directly and indirectly diffusing expertise between far-flung parts 
of the world. 

Immigration, therefore, appears to be good for the innovative capacity 
of both immigrant and domestic innovators. Immigrants bring with 
them new perspectives, new wisdom and new networks – and when 
combined with the native workforce the sum truly is greater than its 
individual parts. 

To enable the UK’s entrepreneurial ecosystem to continue to flourish, 
we need to ensure that immigration policies are sympathetic to the needs 
of fast-growing startups, while also making provisions for high-potential 
– or already successful – entrepreneurs to build within our borders. On 
this front, a few policy changes should be considered. 

One measure introduced by the last Conservative Government to limit 
immigration into the UK was to massively hike the minimum annual salary 
threshold required for a Skilled Worker visa, from £26,200 to £38,700.99 
While understandable – it was an eye-catching, easy to implement move 
– there is good reason to suspect this is hampering startups’ ability to 
recruit the scarce international talent they require. For most employees 
working at most businesses, their earnings will likely come in the form 
of a monthly pay cheque. Perhaps some might get a performance bonus 

98.  Dario Diodato, Andrea Morrison and Sergio Petralia, “Migration and invention in the Age of Mass Migration”, 
Journal of Economic Geography (2022), 477-498.
99.  House of Commons Library, “Changes to legal migration rules for family and work visas in 2024”, https://
commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/cbp-9920/ (2024). 
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now and then, but the headline salary is generally all they receive. 
For individuals working at a startup, however, a much more common 
arrangement is for them to receive part of their overall remuneration as 
equity in the business they are building. This is in the hope that those 
shares will become extremely valuable once the company matures and 
raises rounds of investment. At present, the minimum salary threshold 
approach is largely blind to this core reality of the startup world. We 
should rectify this before UK firms really begin losing out to their 
international competitors.

“ �Immigrant inventors “act as brokers of 
knowledge,” both directly and indirectly 
diffusing expertise between far-flung parts  
of the world ”

If that policy change was one of the less positive moves overseen 
in recent years, the creation of the High Potential Individual (HPI) visa 
stands out as quite the opposite. The HPI visa enables recent graduates 
of top foreign universities – as defined by featuring in the top 50 of at 
least two of three annual ranking lists – to move to the UK to live and 
work for two years, or three years in the case of PhD holders. With very 
little friction, engineers from Stanford or data scientists from MIT and the 
like can use this route to ply their skills and generate wealth in the UK. 

Pioneering as the HPI is, however, the methodologies used to build 
the ranking lists it is based upon are far from perfect. They do not, for 
instance, pay much – if any, in some cases – attention to post-graduation 
outcomes, which in turn excludes graduates from many of the world’s 
top-performing universities in terms of the salaries they eventually go on 
to earn. An extremely straightforward, if imperfect, fix for this would be 
to simply cast the net that bit wider and expand the HPI visa’s eligibility 
criteria to allow graduates from universities that feature in the top 100 
of at least two of the three rankings. For a more substantive reform, 
however, the Home Office could also look at ways to include leading 
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business schools and other domain specialist colleges, which because 
they are not necessarily focused on academic research, can lose out in 
traditional ranking lists that weigh heavily towards this. 

This is not the only place where proxies could be used to easily and 
inexpensively enable individuals with specialist skills to come to the UK. 
In 2023, Canada introduced a policy of offering anyone with a valid H-1B 
Specialty Occupations visa living in the US to receive an open work 
permit for up to three years.100 This enabled Canada to offer an entry 
route for skilled people who had effectively been pre-vetted by the US 
– in other words, piggybacking off the efforts of American bureaucracy 
to poach some of their top talent. The UK should investigate a similar 
scheme – identifying comparable visas from other countries that select 
for individuals with skills in short supply. 

Policies like these would open up opportunities for people who have 
demonstrated their abilities. However, this approach would still leave open 
the possibility that our immigration architecture would freeze out other 
proven or potential geniuses who do not neatly fit into certain categories. 
For these edge cases, we should think creatively about how to fashion 
workarounds to enable them into the country without massively rewriting 
the overall framework. One idea would be for a specialist taskforce to be 
assembled and given discretionary powers to grant visas and fast-track 
bureaucratic processes to enable extraordinarily talented individuals to 
smoothly relocate to the UK. If it works in coaxing just one entrepreneur 
who founds a unicorn firm in the UK instead of somewhere else, it would 
positively obliterate any cost-benefit analysis. 

We are reminded of the importance of individual founders on a 
daily basis. The characteristics of the modern economy mean that an 
ambitious entrepreneur with a small, committed team behind them can 
build a company that rivals entire countries for size and stature. Looking 
at the founders of some of the world’s most innovative and valuable 

100.  Government of Canada, “H-1B visa holder work permit” https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-
citizenship/services/work-canada/permit/h1b.html (2024). 
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firms, it is abundantly clear that no country has a monopoly on talent. But 
what governments can do is tilt the scales and make it easier for gifted 
individuals to flock to them by thinking creatively about their immigration 
systems. 

While the UK is confronting thorny political challenges when it comes 
to immigration, our leaders would do well to remember that scant few 
voters want to actively pull up the drawbridge to the sort of innovators 
who build fantastically lucrative and beneficial firms. Responding to calls 
for lower overall numbers does not and should not, mean depriving the 
country of top international talent.

Eamonn Ives is the Research Director of The Entrepreneurs Network, a 
think tank for Britain’s most ambitious entrepreneurs. He was previously 
a Researcher at Bright Blue.
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Reforming student visas

Nick Hillman

Higher education often feels a solidly left-of-centre place. Over half of 
students and two-thirds of university staff supported Labour at the last 
election.101 Students typically want higher education to be fully funded by 
the state and staff typically think they are working in a public service.102

Yet when it comes to recruiting international students, UK universities 
sometimes behave with the instincts of a young Donald Trump. When 
they can get away with it, they will happily charge a foreigner five or  
six times as much as a local for the same course. Rather than singing 
The Red Flag, when it comes to recruiting learners from overseas, higher 
education institutions – and their agents – often resemble Shirley Bassey: 
‘Hey big spender, spend a little time with me’.

Moreover, the more left-wing the funding model, the greater the 
expectation that people from other countries will prop up our universities: 
in Scotland, where home students benefit from ‘free’ tuition, recruitment 
of international students has been particularly high.103 If Jeremy Corbyn 
had become Prime Minister and abolished fees for home students in 
England, we would presumably have seen an even bigger reliance on 
international students south of the border too.

101.  Josh Freeman, “Where will students hold the balance of power in the 2024 General Election?”, HEPI, https://
www.hepi.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/06/HEPI-Policy-Note-54-Student-voters.pdf (2024); Tom Williams, 
“University staff overwhelmingly back Labour – with reservations”, Times Higher Education, https://www.
timeshighereducation.com/news/university-staff-overwhelmingly-back-labour-reservations (2024). 
102.  Rose Stephenson, “How should undergraduate degrees be funded? A collection of essays”, HEPI, https://www.
hepi.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/04/How-should-undergraduate-degrees-be-funded-3.pdf (2024). 
103.  Susie Forrest and Calum Watson, “Record foreign student numbers at Scottish universities”, BBC, https://www.
bbc.co.uk/news/articles/cwyjlenv877o#:~:text (2024). 
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As Professor Derek Bok, a former President of Harvard, once wrote, 
you can understand a lot about universities when you recognise that 
they resemble exiled royalty and compulsive gamblers in their insatiable 
appetite for money. And, as a result of the differential treatment between 
home students and international students, higher education institutions 
can all too easily be caricatured as behaving like socialists at home and 
capitalists abroad.

“ �But if the Government’s current curriculum 
review of 11-to-19 education were to make 
bold recommendations on reviving language 
learning, it could pave the way for a new era of 
educational exchange ”

Nonetheless, it is vital to remember what the high fees of international 
students are spent on. They do not line shareholders’ pockets: UK 
universities are nearly all charities with an educational purpose. The 
£3 billion surplus from international students subsidises teaching and 
research, enables campuses to be modernised and made more eco-
friendly and provides the resources to allow universities to meet the 
ever-growing list of demands from ministers.104 As the welfare state has 
retreated, so higher education institutions have been expected to provide 
more mental health support, more careers support and more oversight 
of their students.

Given the UK’s high reliance on students from all over the world, our 
biggest projects at the Higher Education Policy Institute (HEPI) have 
focused on international students and the positive contributions they make. 
We have repeatedly calculated the huge (net) economic benefits, broken 
down by parliamentary constituency.105 We have also completed projects on 

104.  “Sustainable university funding; Why it is important and what is needed”, Universities UK, https://www.
universitiesuk.ac.uk/sites/default/files/uploads/Reports/Sustainable-university-funding.pdf (2023), 7.
105.  Nick Hillman, “New constituency-level data prove the value of international students to the UK”, https://www.hepi.
ac.uk/2024/06/20/new-constituency-level-data-prove-the-value-of-international-students-to-the-uk/ (2024).
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the ever-changing post-study work rules106 and we publish an annual Soft-
Power Index looking at how many world leaders were educated overseas 
– each year, the US and the UK hugely outperform every other country.107

However, while the benefits of hosting so many international students 
are clear, the financial health of UK universities is at the mercy of 
geopolitics, exchange rates and the demographics of other countries. 
As a result, a growing number of people are asking whether we have 
become too reliant on people from overseas. In 2023, the Office for 
Students chastised 23 higher education providers with particularly 
large proportions of Chinese students and demanded they develop 
“contingency plans in case recruitment patterns change.”108

Meanwhile, voices on the right of the political spectrum lobby for 
less overall recruitment from overseas. A recent report from the Policy 
Exchange think tank, for example, called for “an auction process for study 
visas” and the abolition of the Graduate Route visa as part of a larger plan 
to reduce immigration.109 Many people will regard it as absurd to try and 
sell places to the highest bidders in this way, but Policy Exchange’s report 
is sanguine about the likely impact: “[T]here is a general acceptance that 
relying on ever increasing numbers of foreign students is unsustainable, 
so this simply brings forward a need for restructuring which would 
happen anyway.”110

Others are more concerned about what the current situation means for 
those countries from which international students hail. Professor Adam 
Habib and Lord Dr Michael Hastings, respectively the Vice-Chancellor and 
Chair of SOAS University of London, have jointly argued in a powerful 

106.  Nick Hillman, “‘Not heard of this’: Employers’ perceptions of the UK’s graduate route visa”, HEPI, https://www.
hepi.ac.uk/2023/01/05/not-heard-of-this-employers-perceptions-of-the-uks-graduate-route-visa (2023); “New 
research reveals the benefits of the Graduate Route visa”, HEPI, https://www.hepi.ac.uk/2024/05/07/new-research-
reveals-the-benefits-of-the-graduate-route-visa/ (2024).
107.  Nick Hillman, “HEPI soft-power index 2024: The US pulls further away, while the UK stands still and France slips 
back”, HEPI, https://www.hepi.ac.uk/2024/10/10/the-us-pulls-further-away-in-the-latest-soft-power-index-while-
the-uk-stands-still-and-france-slips-back/ (2024).
108.  Office for Students, “University finances generally in good shape, but risks include over-reliance on international 
recruitment”, https://www.officeforstudents.org.uk/news-blog-and-events/press-and-media/university-finances-
generally-in-good-shape-but-risks-include-over-reliance-on-international-recruitment/ (2023).
109.  Stephen Webb, “Why is it so hard getting immigration numbers down?”, Policy Exchange, https://policyexchange.
org.uk/wp-content/uploads/Why-is-it-so-hard-getting-immigration-numbers-down.pdf (2025).
110.  Ibid.
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HEPI blog that the current situation is both morally wrong and globally 
harmful: “[T]here should be serious objections to this model, which is 
effectively directed towards sucking out resources from countries far 
more impoverished than the UK, to essentially cross-subsidise domestic 
citizens. Moreover, it accelerates the brain drain, weakening institutional 
capacities and human capabilities in the majoritarian world at precisely 
the moment when such societies require an enhancement of capabilities 
to address the local manifestations of transnational challenges like 
climate change, pandemics, food insecurity and war.”111

Such arguments will continue to swirl around, and they deserve to 
be engaged with seriously. But for now, the mainstream political debate 
about international students is taking place elsewhere. There is a general 
consensus across the main political parties that the UK benefits from 
having a high number of international students and also that at least some 
of them should stay here after their studies to minimise skill shortages 
or simply because they are among ‘the brightest and best’ people to be 
found anywhere in the world.

One notable factor that limits the parameters of discussions on international 
students is the level of competition with other English-speaking countries 
such as Australia. Debates therefore tend to focus on the details, such as 
whether the Scottish Government should be allowed to introduce more 
generous rules for Scottish universities than those in force in England.112

What is to be done? In my view, we need a third way that does three 
things simultaneously: provides an even better experience for those who 
travel halfway around the world to study in the UK; improves opportunities 
for people to secure a UK degree while remaining in their own part of 
the world; and recognises that we need far more UK citizens to gain 
experience studying abroad if we are to stay a major outward-looking 
power with trade links all over the world.

111.  Adam Habib and Michael Hastings, “Rethinking the financial challenge of English universities”, HEPI, https://www.
hepi.ac.uk/2025/01/21/rethinking-the-financial-challenge-of-english-universities/ (2025).
112.  “Scottish Graduate Visa proposed”, Scottish Government, https://www.gov.scot/news/scottish-graduate-visa-
proposed/ (2025).
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Specifically, this should include a more welcoming regime for 
those who opt to study at a higher level here, such as extending the 
main Graduate Route visa from two years to three. Currently, former 
international students have to change their visa status or leave the UK 
at the very moment when they are likely to become really productive 
members of the UK labour market.

“ �You can understand a lot about universities when 
you recognise that they resemble exiled royalty 
and compulsive gamblers in their insatiable 
appetite for money ”

We should also do more to diversify students’ living arrangements so 
that it is easier for international students to integrate fully with their fellow 
learners – as many expect to do before arriving – and we should divert 
a slightly higher proportion of the fees paid by international students to 
improve careers support.

HEPI’s recent report on Chinese students and their integration into UK 
universities warned that: “[S]ome Chinese students feel that UK HEIs 
see them as a revenue stream rather than important social and academic 
contributors to the university. Respondents lamented the lack of effort 
universities make to understand and support their community. This 
perception, combined with China’s strained economy, could reduce the 
appeal of UK HEIs among Chinese students, who may choose to study 
elsewhere or to stay closer to their network in China.”113

Secondly, we should boost transnational education. There are already 
over half a million students studying UK qualifications from abroad, many 
of whom would not be able to afford to study within the UK. While the 
odd student survey tells us that these learners are generally satisfied, we 
know too little about them.

113.  Clementine Pippa Ebel, “How can UK universities improve their strategies for tackling integration challenges 
among Chinese students?”, HEPI, https://www.hepi.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/12/HEPI-Report-183-Tackling-
integration-challenges-among-Chinese-students.pdf (2024).
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Professor David Carter of the University of Reading has recommended 
more oversight, including “an exercise like the Teaching Excellence 
Framework, but on a smaller scale and a different cycle.”114 Such 
measures could instil confidence, protect the reputation of UK higher 
education and provide a secure basis on which to increase the reach of 
transnational education.

Finally, we should push for more UK citizens to spend time abroad 
learning. The decline in school exchange programmes – weighed down 
with excessive bureaucracy, low take up of language GCSEs and the UK’s 
departure from the Erasmus programme – have made a bad position 
worse. But if the Government’s current curriculum review of 11-to-19 
education were to make bold recommendations on reviving language 
learning, it could pave the way for a new era of educational exchange.

While international students play a vital role in subsidising the UK higher 
education system, change is needed to maintain both the sector’s and the 
country’s international competitiveness. By improving opportunities for 
international students in the UK, expanding transnational education and 
encouraging more local students to spend time abroad, we can not only 
improve the UK’s attractiveness to the world’s ‘brightest and best’ but 
also build the personal connections and outlook necessary to maintain 
our role as a leading global hub. 

Nick Hillman is the Director of the Higher Education Policy Institute 
(HEPI) and a former special adviser on universities and science to the 
Coalition Government.

114.  “New report calls for better information and smarter regulation of students in transnational education”, HEPI, 
https://www.hepi.ac.uk/2024/12/19/new-report-calls-for-better-information-and-smarter-regulation-of-students-in-
transnational-education/ (2024).
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Supporting vulnerable children and families  
in the immigration system

Tim Loughton

In the ten years I spent on the Home Affairs Select Committee, 
immigration was the subject that took up the most time, gave rise to 
the most reports and provided the most ‘car crash’ witness sessions 
for officials and ministers from the Home Secretary down. If handling 
immigration was one of the Government’s more broken functions ten 
years ago, it is undoubtedly the most broken now. The public know it too, 
with the worrying result of amplifying the crude siren voices who claim 
the situation is solved simply by saying ‘Britain is closed.’ 

If only things were so simple. From expelling migrants without a 
credible claim to be here, to properly looking after those who do, the UK 
immigration system is failing at every level. Further, this failure has been 
exacerbated by successive governments over-promising and under-
delivering, all while international upheavals, demographic shifts and the 
consequences of climate change are leading to unparalleled numbers of 
people being on the move.

Amidst such high-profile chaos, it is legitimate asylum seekers – often 
vulnerable families and children – who stand to lose the most. 

The UK has a proud tradition of giving safe haven to those fleeing war, 
persecution or torture. 

Over the last decade the UK has been one of the world’s most 
generous havens for those escaping first from Syria, then Afghanistan 
and more recently from Ukraine and Hong Kong. People across the UK 
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have thrown open their homes, raised millions of pounds to support 
them and often welcomed them into jobs which too many of our home-
grown workforce eschew.

As of last summer, over 250,000 UK visas had been issued to 
Ukrainians fleeing the Russian invasion.115 Almost 30,000 Afghans had 
been relocated here under the ARAP (Afghan Relocation and Assistance 
Policy) and ACRS (Afghan Citizens Resettlement Scheme).116 Likewise, 
over 20,000 Syrians came to the UK under the Syrian Vulnerable 
Persons Resettlement Scheme, with the majority made up of vulnerable 
families and children identified by the UNHCR.117 The total of all these 
schemes is likely to be eclipsed by the numbers eligible to come to 
the UK under the Hong Kong British National (Overseas) visa. Given 
the increasing tyranny of the Chinese regime, few of the 150,000 
Hongkongers who have arrived under the scheme are likely to be able 
to return safely anytime soon.118

So how do we sustain the welcome afforded to those groups most 
genuinely in need and then look after them appropriately and in 
an inclusive way that works? And how can we do a far better job of 
preventing people coming to the UK illegally and then deporting those 
who slip through the net?

First, we need to be very clear that there are different forms of asylum 
seekers and that too many are gaming the system. Rather than shying 
away from the term ‘illegal immigrants’, we should make sure that 
those who enter the UK illegally are dealt with accordingly. This was 
the ambition of the controversial Illegal Migration Act in 2023, in parallel 
with the Rwanda scheme. For all its faults, the latter would have been the 
first practical measure to provide a way of dealing with those coming to 

115.  Mihnea V. Cuibus, Peter William Walsh and Madeleine Sumption, “Ukrainian migration to the UK”, Migration 
Observatory, https://migrationobservatory.ox.ac.uk/resources/briefings/ukrainian-migration-to-the-uk/ (2024). 
116.  Melanie Gower, “UK immigration schemes for Afghan nationals”, House of Commons Library, https://
commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/cbp-9307/ (2024).
117.  Home Office, “Transparency data: Vulnerable Persons and Vulnerable Children’s Resettlement Schemes 
Factsheet”, https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/uk-resettlement-schemes-factsheet-march-2021/
vulnerable-persons-and-vulnerable-childrens-resettlement-schemes-factsheet-march-2021 (2021). 
118.  CJ McKinney et al., “Visas, security and access to services for Hongkongers living in the UK”, House of Commons 
Library, https://researchbriefings.files.parliament.uk/documents/CDP-2024-0129/CDP-2024-0129.pdf (2024).
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the UK illegally with no credible asylum claim but whose home countries 
would not take them back.

“ �It is time the new Government enacted proper 
safe and legal routes, giving genuine refugees a 
fighting chance of reaching the UK’s hospitality 
legitimately ”

Since the Rwanda scheme’s abandonment by the new Labour 
Government, the EU and individual northern European countries have 
announced they are looking at similar schemes for third party processing 
of migrants they struggle to remove. The best solution would be for us 
to join such a scheme with the more willing of our former EU partners. 
Just talking about clamping down on evil people-smuggling gangs is no 
deterrent at all. The fact that unseasonal Channel crossings have been 
rising relentlessly exposes the emptiness of the Government’s rhetoric.

Second, the counterbalance to toughening our stance on illegal 
migration is to ensure that safe and legal routes are available to those 
genuine refugees who do not fall within one of the existing refugee 
schemes. This is why the ‘Safe and Legal Routes’ amendment was added 
to the Illegal Migration Act of 2023 with cross-party support and accepted 
by the Government, albeit in a rather diluted form.119 This amendment 
required the Home Secretary to produce a report to Parliament “setting 
out current and any proposed additional safe and legal routes for those in 
need of protection, to be implemented as soon as practicable and, in any 
event, by the end of 2024.”120 It is much easier to clamp down on bogus 
asylum seekers if you can show that there is a functioning legal route 
available for legitimate claimants.

That amendment has yet to be enacted. Indeed, when interviewed by the 

119.  Home Office, “Letter from Minister Jenrick about amendments to the Illegal Migration Bill (accessible)”, https://
www.gov.uk/government/publications/letter-from-minister-jenrick-about-amendments-to-the-illegal-migration-bill/
letter-from-minister-jenrick-about-amendments-to-the-illegal-migration-bill-accessible (2023).
120.  Ibid.
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Home Affairs Committee just before Christmas, the new Home Secretary 
seemed to suggest that there were already sufficient safe and legal 
routes, this despite being a signatory to the amendment in opposition.121 
It is time the new Government enacted proper safe and legal routes, 
giving genuine refugees a fighting chance of reaching the UK’s hospitality 
legitimately. It should certainly be subject to a cap, taking advice from 
experts and subject to parliamentary scrutiny. As far as children are 
concerned a revamp of the successful Dubs Scheme – which specifically 
targeted and rescued children in clear and present danger between 
2016 and 2020 – would be an easy win.122 British missions in war torn 
countries or neighbouring them, should be empowered to assess such 
applications rather than expecting children to cross continents to stand 
a chance to apply, especially if they do not have articulate advocates 
already here.

But it cannot be a simple question of how generous we are in opening 
our doors to asylum seekers, not least because many refugees are 
much better being looked after nearer their home countries with familiar 
languages and cultures rather than coming to a completely strange 
country. I have twice visited the Za’atari refugee camp in Jordan. At 
its peak in the last 12 years, it housed over 85,000 Syrian refugees.123 
It is a refugee camp and not the first destination of choice for most. 
However, I found that the camp had a bustling hub of small businesses, 
residents were looked after well and were moved on into local rented 
accommodation when this became available. Five schools were providing 
a decent education for over 80% of the children there.124

The UK was by far the largest European donor to the camp. Surely 
that is a much more effective use of taxpayer’s money than bringing 

121.  Electronic Immigration Network, “Home Secretary outlines next steps in immigration reform in evidence before 
the Home Affairs Committee”, https://www.ein.org.uk/news/home-secretary-outlines-next-steps-immigration-reform-
evidence-home-affairs-committee (2024). 
122.  Home Office, “Factsheet: section 67 of the Immigration Act 2016 (‘Dubs amendment’)”, https://www.gov.uk/
government/publications/policy-statement-section-67-of-the-immigration-act-2016/da9250e4-2dbf-4277-a2e7-
be028b579f5c (2020).
123.  Dale Gavlak, “Zaatari Syrian refugee camp fertile ground for small businesses”, BBC, https://www.bbc.co.uk/
news/world-middle-east-28541909 (2014). 
124.  Home Affairs Committee, “Oral evidence: Migration crisis”, https://committees.parliament.uk/oralevidence/4754/
pdf/ (2015). 
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more vulnerable Syrians to a completely strange country? That is why 
the successive reduction of the overseas aid budget – now to 0.3% 
of Gross National Income (GNI) by 2027 – is shortsighted – a false 
economy when it comes to keeping the homes of vulnerable people safe 
and sustainable in or close to their countries of origin. Overseas aid is 
not all about unabashed philanthropy. There is a serious self-interest 
element which needs to be better articulated to those who have jumped 
on the ‘charity begins at home’ bandwagon. Restoring our commitment 
to spend 0.7% of GNI in aid is inextricably linked to improving control 
of our immigration system.

Finally, how do we better help genuine asylum seekers looking to settle 
in the UK, especially vulnerable families and unaccompanied children? 

Some parts of the country are in danger of becoming migrant enclaves. 
As of the 2021 Census, almost 17% of the UK population is now foreign-
born, compared to around 14% in the USA.125 Further, migrant mothers 
account for half of births in big cities like London, Slough, Leicester and 
Manchester.126 This brings challenges and makes successful integration 
and adoption of British values and laws more difficult to achieve. 
Increasingly we are seeing completely un-British practices of Sharia 
councils creep in.127

The UK needs a better system of dispersing new asylum seekers 
around the country, both for those whose applications are still being 
processed and for those who have already been accepted as refugees. 
The Government has operated a half-hearted dispersal scheme since 
1999, but it has disproportionately burdened certain local authorities.128 
Chief amongst these has been Kent as the first port of call for most small 

125.  Office for National Statistics 2021, “International migration, England and Wales: Census 2021”, https://
www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/populationandmigration/internationalmigration/bulletins/
internationalmigrationenglandandwales/census2021 (2021); Shabnam Shenasi Azari et al., “The Foreign-
Born Population in the United States: 2022”, United States Census Bureau, https://www2.census.gov/library/
publications/2024/demo/acsbr-019.pdf (2024).
126.  Matt Dathan, “Foreign mothers account for half of births in big cities”, The Times, 13 August 2021, https://www.
thetimes.com/uk/politics/article/migrant-mothers-half-births-big-cities-uk-kvz5qr53v. 
127.  Dominic Kennedy, “How the UK became ‘western capital’ for sharia courts”, The Times, 18 December 2024, 
https://www.thetimes.com/uk/society/article/sharia-law-courts-uk-marriages-divorce-zs76vq2c9.
128.  House of Commons Library, “Policy on the dispersal of asylum seekers”, https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/
research-briefings/cdp-2016-0095/ (2016).
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boat migrants. Schools, housing and other public services are under 
huge pressure from asylum seekers, a fact that is neither sustainable nor 
fair for the local population.129

“  �Over the last decade the UK has been one of 
the world’s most generous havens for those 
escaping first from Syria, then Afghanistan and 
more recently from Ukraine and Hong Kong ”

A key feature of the evacuation of Syrian refugees was the number 
of constituents and particularly church organisations coming forward 
wanting to offer accommodation. At the time, however, Government was 
not prepared to deal with asylum seekers in this way. By contrast, the 
later Ukraine scheme showed how such private placements can be a rich 
and viable source of accommodation. This was especially true where 
support networks sprung up so that individual families were not just left 
isolated in a foreign country, speaking an unfamiliar language.

Ukrainian children have integrated well into local schools, but they have 
also had the advantage of distance learning from the Ukrainian Education 
Department such that they will be able to slip back into their domestic 
curriculum when it is safe to return. Just as in Jordanian refugee camps 
Syrian teachers have been redeployed in schools (unpaid but usually 
supported by aid organisations and charities), we should make it a 
priority to welcome teachers alongside large-scale migrations of groups 
in danger.

For those unaccompanied child asylum seekers coming to the UK, 
whether it be through a Dubs-type scheme or otherwise, we need far 
better and safer placements. The outrage over predominantly Albanian 
children and others disappearing from unsecure migrant hotels was 
clouded by the problems over age verification and the pull of connected 

129.  BBC, “Suella Braverman told Kent at ‘breaking point’ over migrant care”, https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-
england-kent-63488316 (2022). 
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family members already here.130 However, we need to train up more 
foster carers who can look after young asylum seeking children more 
appropriately and safely. One source of those new foster families could 
be settled migrants who came here as asylum seekers themselves but 
who hardly feature in foster placement capacity.

Our immigration system is broken. It is not racist to want to sort it out. 
We can only start to come to terms with how we mend it by having a 
transparent conversation about what is actually going on, how we make 
it sustainable and what is in the long-term interests of the UK. For all 
the time we fail to come to terms with this it is the most vulnerable and 
endangered asylum seekers who stand to lose out.

Tim Loughton is a former Conservative MP for East Worthing and 
Shoreham. He served as the Deputy Chairman of the Home Affairs 
Select Committee between 2014 and 2024 and was Parliamentary 
Under-Secretary of State for Children and Families from 2010 to 2012. 

130.  BBC, “Channel crossings: Dozens of Albanian child migrants go missing”, https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-
england-kent-63845680 (2022). 
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Successful social integration in less affluent areas

Dr Rakib Ehsan

The portrait of modern Britain is an ever-changing and increasingly 
complicated one. After the Second World War, we have evolved into 
a truly multi-racial society – underscored by the normalisation of 
interracial relationships and the fact that mixed-race people represent 
one of the fastest-growing ethnic groupings in the UK.131

Segregation is at an all-time low in modern Britain.132 Britain is 
not America, where there are much higher levels of racial and ethnic 
segregation in its so-called ‘melting pot’ which continues to struggle 
with the legacy of slavery and Jim Crow laws. London – for all its 
flaws – is less ethnically segregated than major American cities such as 
Los Angeles, New York, and Chicago. Atlanta is more segregated than 
Birmingham, Dallas more so than Manchester.133

In terms of the educational and employment integration of ethnic minorities, 
the UK – with its relatively versatile education system and flexible labour 
market – outperforms western European counterparts such as France.134

But are we a Rolls-Royce example of an advanced diverse democracy, 
or just the best out of a struggling bunch? While the portrait of modern 
Britain appears to be more vibrant and inclusive, it is also becoming an 

131.  Lucas Fothergill, “Census reveals new chapter in story of mixed-race Britain”, Migration Museum, https://www.
migrationmuseum.org/census-reveals-new-chapter-in-story-of-mixed-race-britain/ (2022). 
132.  G. Catney et al., “Ethnic diversification and neighbourhood mixing: A rapid response analysis of the 2021 Census 
of England and Wales”, The Geographical Journal (2023), 63-77. 
133.  John Burn-Murdoch, “Britain is not America — and the right shouldn’t forget it”, Financial Times, 26 May 2023, 
https://www.ft.com/content/a2050877-124a-472d-925a-fc794737d814. 
134.  John Burn-Murdoch, “French riots show how entrenched inequalities have become”, Financial Times, 7 July 
2023, https://www.ft.com/content/25eda9f0-8bd3-41e1-948c-89cc7c0ec66e. 
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increasingly more complicated one. 
There has been significant population change – much of it the result of 

unprecedented levels of immigration which many Britons believe has been 
too high over the past decade or so.135 Our society has become less white 
and less Christian and become more ethnically diverse, more Muslim and 
more secular. According to the 2021 Census, the white-British majority 
is now a clear minority (36.8%) in the capital and comprises less than 
three in four people across England and Wales.136 

While two in three people in Britain, encouragingly, support a primarily 
civic understanding of Britishness, one in five still frame it in primarily 
ethnic terms, according to the 2024 British Social Attitudes survey.137 
Integration should not be a marginal issue for UK public policy, but 
the default position of our political and media classes is to dismiss the 
questions raised by the changes in our society as insignificant. Such 
complacency – to suggest that the job is done – is the surest path towards 
greater extremism and conflict in Britain. 

All of this gives rise to an all-important question: how do we integrate 
demographically and culturally diverse communities, especially in 
more socio-economically disadvantaged parts of modern Britain? 
There is a wealth of literature which shows that ethnic and religious 
diversity can have a taxing effect on social trust and civic solidarity – 
especially in materially deprived neighbourhoods where the perceived 
competition for public resources is especially intense.138 This is especially 
relevant in Britain in the context of an ongoing cost-of-living crisis and 
underperforming public services. 

Striving to cultivate and consolidate social trust and mutual respect in 
hyper-diverse and deprived areas is a challenging task. Growing up in 

135.  Lindsay Richards et al., “UK Public Opinion toward Immigration: Overall Attitudes and Level of Concern”, Migration 
Observatory, https://migrationobservatory.ox.ac.uk/resources/briefings/uk-public-opinion-toward-immigration-overall-
attitudes-and-level-of-concern/ (2025).
136.  Office for National Statistics (ONS), “Ethnic group, England and Wales: Census 2021”, https://www.ons.gov.uk/
peoplepopulationandcommunity/culturalidentity/ethnicity/bulletins/ethnicgroupenglandandwales/census2021 (2022). 
137.  J. Curtice and A. Scholes, “British Social Attitudes 41: National Identity”, National Centre for Social Research, 
September, https://natcen.ac.uk/publications/british-social-attitudes-41-national-identity (2024).
138.  J. Citrin et al. “Public opinion toward immigration reform: The role of economic motivations”, The Journal of 
Politics (1997), 858-881. 
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my hometown of Luton – where I continue to live – means I have first-
hand experience and direct exposure to ethnic and religious community 
tensions in a predominantly working-class town. The same cannot 
necessarily be said by all those working in the spheres of politics, policy 
and media, many of whom tend to romanticise the diversity of urban 
Britain and overlook the fact that our complicated nature national portrait 
is not necessarily the perfect multicultural mosaic. 

One of the most significant civic assets in Luton – if not the greatest – is 
the town’s local football club. Luton Town FC – formed in the Bedfordshire 
town back in 1885 – was the first professional football club established in 
southern England, making payments to players as early as 1890.139 Luton 
Town’s nickname, ‘The Hatters’, reflects the town’s cultural heritage and 
historic connection with the hat-manufacturing industry, which continues 
to be a source of local civic pride. In terms of integrating diverse working-
class communities and engaging with traditionally marginalised groups, the 
social value of Luton Town FC cannot be overstated. Through its registered-
charity Community Trust, the Hatters are “dedicated to delivering a variety 
of community services to the people of Luton and Bedfordshire.”140

Luton Town FC Community Trust’s objectives are compartmentalised 
into four areas: social cohesion/inclusion, sports participation, education 
and health. The Club, which recently spent a season in the Premier League 
for the first time in its history, has a unique ability to bring together a diverse 
range of racial, ethnic, and religious communities, bonded by their shared 
support and affection for their local football team. In the early stages of the 
post-9/11 era – which included the anti-military ‘Butchers of Basra’ Islamist 
demonstrations and the subsequent formation of the far-Right English 
Defence League (EDL) – the civic initiatives connected to The Hatters 
helped to build social trust and mutual understanding between young male 
youths from the town’s white-British and Asian-Muslim communities.141 

139.  R. Ehsan, ‘Playing by the rules: The governance of English football’, ResPublica, https://www.respublica.org.uk/
wp-content/uploads/2023/02/Playing-by-the-Rules.pdf (2023).
140.  Luton Town Community Trust, “What we do”, https://www.lutontowncommunity.co.uk/WHAT-WE-DO/ (2025). 
141.  N. Martin, “Race riot fears over anti-Muslim demonstration”, Channel 4 News, https://www.channel4.com/news/
race-riot-fears-over-anti-muslim-demonstration (2010). 
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This aided the organic fostering of working-class solidarity among younger 
men who previously had limited social contact and had their suspicions 
of the ‘outgroup.’ Such initiatives demonstrated the power of football to 
integrate diverse communities and to rise above the competing tensions of 
Islamist and far-Right extremism. The Luton Town Community Trust has 
also strived to engage with stigmatised members of the local community – 
including those suffering from mental illness, homelessness, and disability. 

“  �Luton – a relatively deprived town negatively 
associated with the likes of notorious convict 
Charles Bronson, far-right activist Tommy 
Robinson, and misogynistic influencer Andrew 
Tate – has shown the way to harness the social 
value of local civic assets ”

Another hugely testing period for Luton – and many working-
class towns across the UK – was the Covid-19 pandemic. Local civic 
associations and grassroots advocates banded together over the course 
of the pandemic to combat the impact of the coronavirus on our densely-
populated and hyper-diverse town, which has a disproportionate number 
of people who face social and cultural barriers to the healthcare services 
and public-health guidance they need. Local medical professionals 
sought to directly tackle Covid-related conspiracy theories – including 
anti-vaccination disinformation which deliberately sought to expose 
ethnic and religious minorities to the virus. Places of worship played 
their part in tackling vaccine hesitancy by hosting vaccination services on 
their premises for worshippers.142 Times of adversity – whether it is an 
extremist incident or a public-health emergency – require such effective 
collectivist responses that can bolster forms of social cohesion.

For all its flaws, Luton – a relatively deprived town negatively associated 

142.  N. Timmins, “The Covid-19 vaccine rollout shows the opportunities of place-based partnerships”, The King’s 
Fund, https://www.kingsfund.org.uk/insight-and-analysis/blogs/covid-19-vaccine-rollout-opportunities-place-based-
partnerships (2022). 
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with the likes of notorious convict Charles Bronson, far-right activist 
Tommy Robinson, and misogynistic influencer Andrew Tate – has shown 
the way to harness the social value of local civic assets and maximise the 
potential of ‘place-based partnerships’ to tackle a myriad of integration-
related challenges.

“  �Our society has become less white and less 
Christian and become more ethnically diverse, 
more Muslim and more secular ”

The UK is at a crossroads over matters of integration, where it suffers 
from a fundamental lack of political leadership. Indeed, integration is a 
policy orphan in UK politics. Despite the 2001 Cantle Review on community 
cohesion,143 the 2016 Casey Review on opportunity and integration,144 and 
the 2024 Khan Review on social cohesion and democratic resilience, 
there is no robust and meaningful integration strategy in place for 
modern Britain.145 There is an urgent need for one, considering the scale 
of demographic and cultural change which has taken place in an era of 
national economic underperformance. This has included unprecedented 
levels of immigration into the UK during an ongoing cost-of-living crisis. 
These are conditions which further complicate the already difficult task 
of integrating diverse communities into a cohesive whole.

At the national level, there must be efforts to move the UK towards a highly 
selective, low-volume immigration system. This must be accompanied 
by a comprehensive industrial strategy which invests in the skills and 
training-up of the domestic workforce – especially in areas with higher 
rates of worklessness which are trapped in a cycle of welfare dependency. 
Integration in modern Britain – a ‘community of communities’ – rests on 

143.  Home Office, “Community cohesion: A report of the independent review team”, https://tedcantle.co.uk/pdf/
communitycohesion%20cantlereport.pdf (2001).
144.  Ministry of Housing, Communities & Local Government, “The Casey review: A review into opportunity and 
integration”, https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/5a80c4fded915d74e6230579/The_Casey_Review_Report.
pdf, (2016).
145.  Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities, ‘The Khan Review: Threats to social 
cohesion and democratic resilience: A new strategic approach’, https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/
media/65fdbfd265ca2ffef17da79c/The_Khan_review.pdf (2024). 
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having a stable national membership that has a collective sense of pride, 
belonging, and purpose. The progress made by the UK’s multi-ethnic 
democracy risks being undone by a privileged and powerful few who have 
a largely uncritical view of diversity and are reluctant to acknowledge the 
drawbacks for fear of rocking the multicultural boat. 

There are practical actions which can be taken in the name of integration 
– measures which should be able to command cross-party consensus. 
One would be reforming the Public Sector Equality Duty (PSED), which 
incorporates organisations such as local councils, state schools, NHS trusts, 
and police forces. As it stands, the PSED exists to make sure that public 
authorities have due regard to the need to put an end to discrimination, 
advance equality of opportunity, and foster good relations between people.146 
The current expectation of fostering good relations is vague. Under a new 
national integration strategy, this provision should be directly interpreted 
as promoting and enabling the social, cultural, and economic integration of 
local communities – especially in more diverse local authorities which are 
relatively deprived and have a recent history of ethno-religious tensions.147 

Local authorities should be made to publish integration figures every five 
years on both residential and school mix – in terms of both ethnicity and 
religion – and be expected to develop dynamic and innovative approaches 
to tackling forms of social segregation across various parts of civil society.

The UK needs a ‘smarter state’ which unleashes the social potential of 
civic assets in local communities. Providing working-class communities 
with the support and encouragement to take ownership of their destiny 
holds the key when it comes to integration. 

Dr Rakib Ehsan is a columnist at Sp!ked and a Bright Blue Associate 
Fellow. He is the author of ‘Beyond Grievance: What the Left Gets Wrong 
about Minorities.’

146.  Equality and Human Rights Commission, “The public sector equality duty (PSED)”, Available at: https://www.
equalityhumanrights.com/guidance/public-sector-equality-duty-psed (2022).
147.  R. Ehsan and I. Mansfield, “A portrait of modern Britain: Ethnicity and religion”, Policy Exchange, https://
policyexchange.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/A_Portrait_of_Modern_Britain.pdf (2024). 
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An alternative asylum policy

The Rt Hon Andrew Mitchell MP

I am going to lay bare a hard truth. Illegal migration is a gargantuan 
conundrum to which there is no simple solution. To argue otherwise may 
be appealing, but it is at best wishful thinking and at worst duplicitous 
politicking with echoes of unsavoury populism.

That is not to minimise the problem we face. But just as it would 
be insulting to talk down the challenge of illegal migration which has 
undeniably spiralled out of control, it would be no less insulting to suggest, 
as some politicians have, that all we need to do is tear up international 
treaties and hire more planes to make the problem go away.

Since 2018, more than 150,000 people have crossed the English 
Channel in small boats.148 A great number of those are driven by poverty 
and persecution in countries like Eritrea and Sudan. Paradoxically, poverty 
reduction exercises have also made people more mobile, meaning the 
market for movement across borders has grown exponentially.149 The 
number of people living outside their country of birth has almost trebled 
since the 1970s to 281 million, which includes a huge rise in the number 
of officially registered refugees.150

The UK is an attractive destination on account of our social security 

148.  BBC, “How many people cross the Channel in small boats and how many claim asylum?”, https://www.bbc.co.uk/
news/uk-53699511 (2025).
149.  Michael Clemens and Hannah Postel, “Deterring emigration with foreign aid: An overview of evidence from low-
income countries”, Center for Global Development, https://www.cgdev.org/publication/deterring-emigration-foreign-
aid-overview-evidence-low-income-countries (2018).
150.  International Organization for Migration, “Migration and Migrants: A Global Overview”, https://
worldmigrationreport.iom.int/what-we-do/world-migration-report-2024-chapter-2/international-migrants-numbers-
and-trends (2024).
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support, including the NHS. Migrants may also be drawn by existing social 
networks which can include family members, friends, or people from the 
same community who have already settled in the UK and have found 
life safer and more prosperous. But British life represents something 
bigger: tolerance and opportunity. Though a credit to British values, these 
so-called pull factors have created a market for human trafficking and 
people smuggling, the horrors of which we have witnessed again and 
again, and for which the UK is paying exorbitantly.

“ �Modernising the treaties, rather than  
abandoning them, is the best way to balance 
a robust asylum policy with respect for the  
rule of law which underpins our democracy ”

The impact of all of this on our politics at home has been well rehearsed. 
The Conservatives’ thrashing at the 2024 general election was made 
significantly worse due to the ‘R’ factor – Reform. Many Conservative 
seats were lost not because of the attractiveness of Labour’s offer, but 
through Reform’s success in luring disgruntled Tory voters. Many brilliant 
colleagues were cast into the cold at a great loss to public life. Yet the 
public were right to be angry, and not only because we had lost control 
of our borders. The eye-watering costs of housing asylum seekers, 
together with a perceived corresponding decline in public services – such 
as the length of time it took to get a GP appointment – fuelled the not 
unreasonable view that UK generosity was being meted out unchecked, 
and that the British people were being taken for fools.

Political elites should have learned by now that we patronise voters at our 
peril. We need look no further than Trump’s victory to understand the depth 
of the fury that marginalisation unleashes. Around Europe the emerging 
patterns are similar, as narrow nationalism rears its head on the back of 
legitimate fears and concerns and the establishment’s failure to heed them.

This brings me to the million-dollar question: what can the UK 
realistically do to curb the unsustainable flows of illegal migration? If we 
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accept as a starting point that illegal migration is driven by a complex 
interplay of economic, political and environmental factors, then it follows 
logically that solutions must be similarly multifaceted.

“  �A more comprehensive scheme covering 
different humanitarian contexts with strict 
yearly quotas could be a game-changer ”

Let us start with a subject that has aroused much heat of late: the role 
played by the UK’s international obligations – especially the European 
Convention on Human Rights (ECHR) and the 1951 Refugee Convention 
– in thwarting our power to control immigration.

These treaties – which the UK co-founded after the Second World 
War to enshrine protections for people and countries – outline specific 
responsibilities when it comes to allowing asylum-seekers to enter the 
UK or deporting people out of it. The problem in a nutshell is this: the 
Refugee Convention makes it too easy for people to enter, while the 
ECHR makes it too difficult for them to leave. These treaties are woven 
into a deeper web of humanitarian laws – including the UK’s own Human 
Rights Act 1998 – which means that only a fraction of those applying for 
asylum are rejected and those who have not been granted asylum launch 
lengthy and expensive human rights appeals in UK courts and tribunals. 

Given this labyrinthine legal landscape, many politicians argue that the 
only way we can take back control of our borders is by seceding from the 
treaties, dictating our own terms of entry and exit, and designing our own 
policy of border enforcement. 

It is a tempting proposition. Current frameworks are not fit for purpose. 
The Refugee Convention in particular has strayed from its original noble 
remit of preventing another Holocaust against the Jewish people in 
Europe and is struggling to cope with unprecedented waves of migration 
resulting from new international threats and patterns of movement. 

There is the added problem that some countries are reluctant to 
take their citizens back. I recall, as Secretary of State for International 
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Development, trying to persuade the Prime Minister of Bangladesh to 
take back hundreds of illegal Bangladeshi citizens, some of whom had 
served jail time. But despite my eloquent entreaties, she would only agree 
to take in two per week! This is a problem which at least to some extent 
is out of UK hands – treaty or no treaty.

It is part of the reason why I do not believe that leaving key international 
treaties would help our cause. Such a move would be a gift to rogue 
countries like Russia who would love nothing more than to see the 
erosion of the international rule of law. A better solution would be to lead 
by example. As a pioneer of these institutions, the UK can have a strong 
voice in making the case for their reform. This must involve making it 
easier to reject claims made by those who entered the country illegally 
and easing the process of deportation. This will take skilful negotiation 
and leadership to achieve. But modernising the treaties, rather than 
abandoning them, is the best way to balance a robust asylum policy with 
respect for the rule of law which underpins our democracy.

Until now, the UK has been focused on practical measures to curb the 
Channel crossings, whether it is smashing the evil people-smugglers or 
sending asylum seekers to Rwanda for processing. The latter is now 
moot, but such initiatives were never going to be sufficient in isolation 
because they tackled the symptoms and not the causes of the problem. 
Indeed, by the time migrants reached France the horse had already bolted.

The UK must develop a strategic policy that addresses migration at 
source, before migrants cross the Mediterranean and long before they 
reach Calais. We can do this by alleviating the root causes of migration, 
thus helping people to thrive and prosper in their own countries. It is 
interesting to note in Syria that polling of those displaced to surrounding 
countries showed that their clear preference was to return to the 
place from which they had been driven, rather than to start a new life 
elsewhere.151

151.  UNHCR, “Ninth regional survey on Syrian refugees’ perceptions and intentions on return to Syria”, https://data.
unhcr.org/en/documents/details/109624 (2024), 5.
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Migration flows cannot be disaggregated from the multiple challenges 
blighting many parts of the global south. War is a major driver of mass 
displacement, but so too is famine and economic breakdown. In Africa, 
the ripple effects of these challenges are intensely felt as resources are 
ravaged and livelihoods are lost.

The tragedy is that following a period of accelerated poverty reduction 
and progress in tackling child mortality and education, progress has 
stalled. Around the world, people are falling back into poverty and the 
link between war, poverty and migration from countries like Syria and 
Afghanistan is inescapable. The toxic mix of instability, insecurity and 
climate change means the hope of a better life at home vanishes, forcing 
people to move. This means that, while increased prosperity can enable 
and encourage more people to move, the conflicts have likely forced even 
larger numbers to seek a better life elsewhere. 

Alleviating these push factors must be a priority for all countries 
tackling migration. Aid budgets tend to be thought of as handouts, but 
international development is something else entirely: its ultimate goal is 
to eliminate the reasons people seek a better life on distant shores. We 
aim to build safer and more prosperous societies over there, so people 
do not need to come over here.

Key to this is building up the private sector – the engine of prosperity 
and growth in any developing nation. This is an area where the UK is a 
global leader. British International Investment (BII), the business wing of 
UK international development, is designed to achieve this exact purpose. 
As the world’s oldest development finance institution, it champions private 
enterprise cultures, investing in developing economies, creating jobs and 
generating wealth.152 In the developing world in 2023, BII investments 
directly or indirectly employed over one million people – over 80,000 of 
whom were new hires.153 That is hundreds of thousands of families fed 
and some $2.42 billion paid into treasuries of developing countries.154

152.  British International Investment, “Our History”, https://www.bii.co.uk/en/about/our-history/ (2025).
153.  British International Investment, “Key Data”, https://www.bii.co.uk/en/our-impact/key-data/ (2024).
154.  Ibid.
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What is really needed is a massive ‘Marshall Plan’ for north Africa 
and the Sahel: a carrot and stick plan, involving the UK, EU and other 
nations with a direct interest in that region. Otherwise wait for hundreds 
of millions of feet to walk towards us in search of a better life.

“ �Paradoxically, poverty reduction exercises 
have also made people more mobile, meaning 
the market for movement across borders has  
grown exponentially ”

The UK can also reconsider immigration pathways into the UK. Right 
now, there are few options for people to apply for asylum legally from 
outside the country, meaning that the only routes available are, by 
definition, illegal. Creating limited legal routes would provide desperate 
people with an alternative to risking their lives in dinghies, and crucially, 
would help stop the criminal gangs who traffic them. The people-
smugglers’ business model is only as sustainable as the market it serves. 
If you want to starve out supply, take away the demand.

One way of achieving this is to introduce a broader humanitarian visa 
system than that which currently exists. I argued for this as a backbencher 
in the last Parliament.155 Previously the UK has run various ad hoc country 
schemes that enabled Afghans, Syrians, Ukrainians and British nationals 
in Hong Kong to come to the UK as legitimate asylum seekers. However, 
a more comprehensive scheme covering different humanitarian contexts 
with strict yearly quotas could be a game-changer. It would save time in 
processing. Further, by giving people the chance to apply for legal asylum 
before they come to the UK we would save a huge amount in housing and 
welfare costs. The number of people trying to make dangerous journeys 
to the UK would reduce, the need for the Channel route would lessen, and 
more exploiters of human desperation would go out of business.

155.  Andrew Mitchell, “Andrew Mitchell offers alternatives to Rwanda migration scheme”, https://www.andrew-
mitchell-mp.co.uk/parliament/andrew-mitchell-offers-alternatives-rwanda-migration-scheme (2022). 

65



A POSITIVE CONTRIBUTION

The UK is in a historically strong position to spearhead reform efforts 
in international law and to address the root causes of migration. We have 
brilliant minds and expertise available to tackle the pull and push factors of 
illegal immigration without selling pipedreams or taking drastic measures 
from which there is no going back. We can solve the conundrum honestly 
and fearlessly. That has always been the British way.

The Rt Hon Andrew Mitchell MP is the Conservative member for Sutton 
Coldfield and a Member of the Bright Blue Advisory Council. He has served 
in several government and opposition posts including Secretary of State 
for International Development and Deputy Foreign Secretary.
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The case for community sponsorship of refugees

David Simmonds CBE MP

Community sponsorship refers to programmes where individuals 
or groups come together to provide financial, emotional and practical 
support to the reception and integration of refugees who have already 
been admitted into their country through resettlement.

“  �By enabling refugees to use their skills and  
actively participate in their host communities, 
these programmes can challenge the 
conception of refugees as an encumbrance  
or a potential danger ” 

Community sponsorship has typically been a small component of the 
UK refugee system. In the year ending June 2024, only 1% of refugees 
resettled in the UK came through the Community Sponsorship Scheme 
(CCS) – the subject of this essay – and the separate Mandate Scheme – 
which allows a UNHCR-recognised refugee to resettle in the UK if a close 
family member already lives there and is willing to host them.156 This was 
out of a total of 8,198 refugees resettled in the UK during that period.157 

Nonetheless, if implemented properly and with the necessary 

156.  See: Home Office, “UK refugee resettlement: Policy guidance”, https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/
media/611cd056d3bf7f63b45df0ed/Resettlement_Policy_Guidance_2021.pdf (2021), 6-7
157.  Home Office, “Safe and legal (Humanitarian) routes to the UK”, https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/
immigration-system-statistics-year-ending-june-2024/safe-and-legal-humanitarian-routes-to-the-uk (2024). 
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resources, community sponsorship can serve to highlight the best 
elements of resettlement; combining integration, social support, economic 
independence and community relationships.

Canada’s programme is often cited as the gold standard for community 
sponsorship schemes and, having operated since 1979, is the longest-
running and most successful of its kind. Indeed, of the 207,060 refugees 
granted asylum in Canada between 2016 and 2022, more than 50% 
were privately sponsored.158

Canada’s scheme allows its citizens to resettle individuals or families 
that qualify as refugees under the Canadian Refugee and Humanitarian 
Program. These refugees are approved by Canadian visa officers while 
outside of Canada.159 Then, private sponsors – including volunteer groups, 
faith-based associations, and NGOs – are responsible for providing all 
necessary support for the refugees, including settlement assistance as 
well as material, financial and emotional support. This responsibility lasts 
for the duration of the sponsorship – a period which typically stretches 
for up to one year after the refugees’ arrival.160 

These Privately Sponsored Refugees (PSRs) are immediately granted 
permanent residency. This is unlike community sponsorship programmes 
offered by other countries, which typically grant temporary permits 
instead. Further, Canada does not require a family connection between 
sponsor and refugee and any citizen or permanent resident of Canada 
can act as a sponsor. 

Despite its success, however, the Canadian community sponsorship 
scheme was temporarily paused in November 2024 in order to address 
a growing applications backlog and is not scheduled to reopen until the 
end of 2025.161

158.  Majenta Braumberger, “Community groups feel blindsided by Canada’s decision to suspend private refugee 
sponsorships”, Globe and Mail, 23 December 2024, https://www.theglobeandmail.com/canada/article-community-
groups-feel-blindsided-by-canadas-decision-to-suspend/. 
159.  UNHCR, “Private sponsorship of refugees”, https://help.unhcr.org/canada/private-sponsorship-of-refugees/ 
(2025).
160.  Ibid.
161.  Government of Canada, “Temporary pause on intake of refugee sponsorship applications from groups of five and 
community sponsors”, https://www.canada.ca/en/immigration-refugees-citizenship/news/notices/temporary-pause-
intake-refugee-sponsorship-applications-groups-five-community-sponsors.html (2024). 
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The CSS in the UK in July 2016 was launched in response to demands 
from civil society to do more to support Syrian refugees.162 Inspired by 
the Canadian PSR model, the CSS aimed to promote positive resettlement 
outcomes both for resettled refugee families and local communities. 
It was also the first UK scheme to enable the public to come together 
and directly support refugees to feel welcome and readjust to a new life 
in the UK. Unparalleled in Europe at the time of its introduction, it has 
since inspired community sponsorship schemes elsewhere, notably in 
Germany and Ireland.163 

Before welcoming a refugee family, community groups need to apply 
to the Home Office for approval, demonstrating their ability to support 
and safeguard vulnerable people. To reduce the burden on the UK 
taxpayer, they are also asked to raise £9,000 to support families with 
their resettlement and integration needs.164 Groups receive training and 
support from the government so that they have the tools to prepare  
to welcome refugees and to help them settle and integrate once they 
have arrived.

Eligible refugees are referred by the United Nations High Commissioner 
for Refugees (UNHCR), which assesses their need for resettlement in 
the UK through the government’s established resettlement schemes. 
These include the UK Resettlement Scheme (UKRS), which is open 
to refugees from anywhere in the world165 and the Afghan Citizens 
Resettlement Scheme (ACRS). Introduced in 2022, the ACRS is 
targeted at those who “assisted the UK efforts in Afghanistan” as 
well as other vulnerable groups within that country such as women 
or LGBT+ people.166 Refugees are then matched with a sponsor group 
based on the support they can provide. Since 2016, this process has 

162.  HM Government, “Community sponsorship scheme launched for refugees in the UK”, https://www.gov.uk/
government/news/community-sponsorship-scheme-launched-for-refugees-in-the-uk (2016). 
163.  European Parliament, “Community sponsorship schemes under the new pact on migration and asylum”, https://
www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2021/690675/EPRS_BRI(2021)690675_EN.pdf (2021), 4.
164.  HM Government, “Community sponsorship: guidance for prospective sponsors”, https://www.gov.uk/government/
publications/apply-for-full-community-sponsorship/community-sponsorship-guidance-for-prospective-sponsors (2024). 
165.  International Organization for Migration, “Resettlement”, https://unitedkingdom.iom.int/resettlement (2025). 
166.  UK Visas and Immigration, “Afghan citizens resettlement scheme”, https://www.gov.uk/guidance/afghan-citizens-
resettlement-scheme (2024). 
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resettled over 1,000 refugees in the UK.167

Another community sponsorship model, Homes for Ukraine (H4U), 
was also introduced in 2022, allowing individuals to sponsor and support 
displaced Ukrainians in the UK. H4U was unique in that sponsors could 
select the people they hosted and were expected to house them within 
their homes in exchange for a monthly payment.168 Another significant 
difference with other schemes is that H4U was only meant to offer 
short-term sanctuary until the conflict ended and those displaced could 
return home. This limits its utility as a template for housing the long-
term displaced.169 Before it closed to new applicants in May 2024, some 
159,800 Ukrainians arrived in the UK under the H4U scheme.170 

Community sponsorship schemes offer several advantages compared to 
more traditional government-administered refugee resettlement schemes. 

First, studies suggest that community sponsorship schemes more 
effectively facilitate the integration of refugees into their host communities. 
Sponsors can more readily assist refugees to find employment and 
housing than government agencies and likewise are better placed to help 
them develop language skills.171 One analysis of the Canadian scheme, for 
example, found that PSRs “experienced higher rates of employment and 
higher earnings” compared to other refugees. This was likely due to the 
PSRs’ greater ability to tap into social and community support.172 

Second, community sponsorship schemes can create more cohesive and 
inviting communities. By enabling refugees to use their skills and actively 
participate in their host communities, these programmes can challenge 

167.  Home Office, “Local communities welcome hundreds of refugee families”, https://www.gov.uk/government/news/
local-communities-welcome-hundreds-of-refugee-families (2023). 
168.  Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local Government, “Becoming a sponsor: Homes for Ukraine”, https://
www.gov.uk/guidance/becoming-a-sponsor-homes-for-ukraine (2025). 
169.  Kate Garbers and Audrey Lumley-Sapanski, “Homes for Ukraine was a shining example of public generosity – but 
it might not work for other populations”, The Conversation, https://theconversation.com/homes-for-ukraine-was-a-
shining-example-of-public-generosity-but-it-might-not-work-for-other-populations-208147 (2023). 
170.  Home Office, “Ukraine Family Scheme, Ukraine Sponsorship Scheme (Homes for Ukraine) and Ukraine Extension 
Scheme visa data”, https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/ukraine-family-scheme-application-data/ukraine-
family-scheme-and-ukraine-sponsorship-scheme-homes-for-ukraine-visa-data--2 (2024). 
171.  International Centre for Migration Policy Development, “Connecting the dots: Understanding community 
sponsorship as a network”, https://www.icmpd.org/blog/2021/connecting-the-dots-understanding-community-
sponsorship-as-a-network (2021). 
172.  Resettlement and Complementary Pathways Service and Office of the UNHCR, “The Impact of Government-
Sponsored Refugee Resettlement: A Meta Study of Findings from Six Countries” (2020), https://www.unhcr.org/
media/impact-government-sponsored-refugee-resettlement-meta-study-findings-six-countries, 30-1.
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the conception of refugees as an encumbrance or a potential danger.173 
Third, there are personal benefits for sponsors, who are given the 

chance to make a meaningful impact on the lives of displaced individuals 
while simultaneously getting the chance to bolster community cohesion 
and establish new friendships in the process.174 

Finally, by taking direct responsibility for providing many of the services 
and other support provided to refugees, community sponsorship schemes 
make it possible for host countries to take in more refugees while limiting 
the cost to taxpayers.175 

That is not to say that community sponsorship is without its challenges. 
One such issue is around identifying potential sponsors. Unlike 
sponsorship programmes focused on family reunification or where 
sponsors nominate the refugees they wish to support (programmes in 
which participation is often based on existing family or cultural ties), 
the success and sustainability of resettlement-based sponsorship 
programmes relies on convincing private individuals or organisations to 
dedicate their time, effort and resources to support someone they do 
not know. However, outreach has not always been given the priority 
and resources it deserves, a factor which has limited the visibility, 
sustainability and scalability of some of these programmes.

Those designing community sponsorship schemes should also 
be careful to ensure that the application requirements do not impose 
undue burdens on sponsors which could further limit their willingness 
to commit to the role. Certain requirements, including lengthy application 
and preparation procedures, extensive lists of responsibilities and the 
lack of choice in deciding whom they will support, have often posed 
challenges in securing the participation of private sponsors.

Another challenge with community sponsorship is the financial impact 
it can have on local authorities. Although local authorities receive some 

173.  UNHCR, “Community sponsorship”, https://www.unhcr.org/uk/what-we-do/build-better-futures/long-term-solutions/
local-integration/community-sponsorship (2025); Home Office, “Local communities welcome hundreds of refugee 
families”, https://www.gov.uk/government/news/local-communities-welcome-hundreds-of-refugee-families (2023). 
174.  UNHCR, “Community sponsorship”. 
175.  Ibid.
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compensation for those who resettle in their areas, the funding does not 
cover the full costs that they incur. For example, where housing services 
are inadequately managed by sponsors or where private sponsors face 
challenges meeting their financial or logistical obligations to sponsored 
refugees, local authorities are expected to bridge the gap. Central 
government should ensure that local authorities are compensated to 
a greater degree if sponsors are not able to fulfil their requirements, 
ensuring that local authorities are not left out of pocket.

“  �Sponsors can more readily assist refugees to 
find employment and housing than government 
agencies and likewise are better placed to help 
them develop language skills ” 

In conclusion, community sponsorship programmes offer a unique 
and effective approach to refugee resettlement. By empowering local 
communities to directly support and integrate refugees, these programmes 
foster social cohesion, promote cultural exchange, and ultimately enrich 
the lives of both refugees and sponsors.

While challenges must be addressed – such as financial strain on 
local authorities and the need for robust support systems – the potential 
benefits of community sponsorship are significant. By investing in 
community sponsorship schemes, the UK government can create more 
humane and sustainable solutions for refugee resettlement, while 
also strengthening the fabric of their societies. As the global refugee 
crisis continues, community sponsorship can serve as a model for 
compassionate and effective humanitarian action. 

David Simmonds CBE MP is the Shadow Minister for Housing, 
Communities and Local Government. He also Co-Chairs the All-Party 
Parliamentary Group on Migration. He is a member of Bright Blue’s 
Advisory Council.
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Tackling climate migration

Sam Hall

Making policy on climate migration is not straightforward. Academics 
contest the extent of the relationship between climate change and 
migration. Immigration hawks argue over whether it is a distraction 
from border control or a serious push factor for migration. Meanwhile, 
climate campaigners either see it as a strategy to boost support for 
climate action among right-wing voters or fear it serves to incite anti-
migrant sentiment. However, taking a step back from these important 
debates about modelling and political strategy, there is broad agreement 
that the challenge is real and serious. Conservatives should get behind 
pragmatic solutions to address it.

There is little doubt that a causal link between climate change and 
migration exists. It is well established by the Intergovernmental Panel 
on Climate Change (IPCC) that climate change is increasing both the 
likelihood and the ferocity of extreme weather events such as floods and 
cyclones, which in turn force people to leave their homes in search of 
safety.176 Droughts too are becoming more intense and more frequent, 
exacerbating water scarcity, causing harvests to fail and driving people to 
leave their homes in search of food and water. The IPCC also found that 
rising sea levels and shrinking freshwater availability pose an existential 

176.  Hans-O Pörtner et al. (eds.), “Summary for Policymakers”, in Hans-O Pörtner et al. (eds.), Climate Change 
2022: Impacts, Adaptation, and Vulnerability. Contribution of Working Group II to the Sixth Assessment Report of the 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2022), https://www.ipcc.ch/
report/ar6/wg2/chapter/summary-for-policymakers/. 
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threat to some small island developing states and their inhabitants. 
However, despite being confident about these climate trends, it is still 

difficult to say with any certainty that a specific extreme weather event 
that displaces many thousands of people has been caused by climate 
change. Although scientists’ ability to make these attribution claims about 
extreme weather events has vastly improved in recent years, it is often 
the case that climate change exacerbates existing migration push factors, 
such as competition for natural resources or poor economic prospects.177 
As such, it is hard to distinguish a climate migrant from someone seeking 
a better life for their family, where extreme weather is one out of several 
factors causing them to leave.

The scale of climate migration is also hard to assess. The IPCC found that 
on average around 20 million people per year were displaced by weather-
related extremes over the past decade.178 Nearly all of this migration is 
currently both internal (displaced people remain within national borders) 
and seasonal (people move back once extreme weather has abated). 
Modelling how these migration flows might increase as climate change 
accelerates is difficult as it depends on other socioeconomic and political 
factors. As such, even the much-repeated estimate of Dr Norman Myers 
of Oxford University, who claimed there would be 200 million climate 
migrants by 2050, has now been widely discredited.179 

Despite all these uncertainties, however, there is undoubtedly a link 
between migration and climate change that requires a multi-pronged 
response. Migration hawks are correct that border controls must remain 
the priority for western governments seeking to curb immigration. But even 
with a well-policed border and limits on visas, the costs of maintaining 
this system will become increasingly expensive and difficult unless push 
factors like climate change are tackled at source. Moreover, strong borders 
do not help vulnerable people suffering the effects of climate change. 

177.  Ayesha Tandon, “Q&A: The evolving science of ‘extreme weather attribution’”, https://www.carbonbrief.org/qa-
the-evolving-science-of-extreme-weather-attribution/ (2024).
178.  Carbon Brief, “In-depth Q&A: The IPCC’s sixth assessment on how climate change impacts the world”, https://
www.carbonbrief.org/in-depth-qa-the-ipccs-sixth-assessment-on-how-climate-change-impacts-the-world/ (2022).
179.  Hannah Barnes, “How many climate migrants will there be?”, BBC, https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/
magazine-23899195 (2013).
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Some campaigners call for the creation of a climate refugee status 
or climate visas to help ease this humanitarian suffering. They argue 
that migration is a social and economic good, and that, in any case, 
western countries, as the largest historic polluters, bear the primary 
responsibility for climate change. Conservatives are generally suspicious 
of claims about the benefits of large-scale migration and of accepting 
unlimited historic liabilities and the case of climate migration should be 
no different. It is also important for preserving developing countries’ local 
communities, economies, and cultures that large numbers of people do 
not emigrate in response to weather-related extremes. 

“  �Climate finance is needed because the poorest 
countries lack the financial resources to invest 
in vital emissions reduction methods such as 
clean energy or nature-based solutions to 
adapt to climate change ” 

The primary aim of policy should therefore be to limit climate migration 
and to support people to live safely in their home countries. This requires 
firstly slowing and ultimately stopping climate change through reducing 
global greenhouse gas emissions to net zero. This is essential to keeping 
the scale of climate impacts manageable. And, given the UK’s limited 
individual role in current annual global greenhouse gas emissions – to 
which we contribute around just 1% – helping developing countries to 
decarbonise is essential.180 

Secondly, it requires supporting developing countries to adapt and 
become more resilient to climate change, thus reducing the likelihood of 
cross-border migration in response to extreme weather events and rising 
temperatures. There are clear economic opportunities in these processes 
if we can ensure UK companies are designing and making some of the 

180.  Department for Energy Security and Net Zero, “2022 UK Greenhouse gas emissions, final figures”, https://assets.
publishing.service.gov.uk/media/65c0d15863a23d0013c821e9/2022-final-greenhouse-gas-emissions-statistical-
release.pdf (2024), 22.

75



A POSITIVE CONTRIBUTION

clean technologies the rest of the world needs to reduce emissions. 
However, both strategies rely heavily on the effective deployment of 
international development funding known as climate finance.

“  �If the UK wants to sign more returns agreements 
for illegal migrants, the leverage we have in 
our ability to offer strategic climate finance 
could help unlock more border cooperation 
with developing countries ” 

Climate finance is needed because the poorest countries lack the 
financial resources to invest in vital emissions reduction methods such 
as clean energy or nature-based solutions to adapt to climate change 
including desalination plants, flood defences, and using drought-resilient 
crop varieties. The private sector is often unwilling to invest in this 
infrastructure due to high levels of political and legal risk, as well as the 
high cost of capital in less developed markets. 

Donor countries have historically preferred funding emissions 
reduction projects like renewable energy infrastructure, where there 
is scope for private sector co-investment and a return on investment, 
while adaptation projects are usually grant-based and government-
funded. One of the few outcomes from the last UN climate conference, 
COP29, was a new climate finance goal, whereby developed economies 
committed to give at least $300 billion per year by 2035.181 Given that 
the last target of $100 billion a year was met several years late and that 
donor countries are currently balancing a myriad of other spending 
priorities – nearly all of which are more popular domestically than 
foreign aid – there is some justified scepticism about whether this new 
goal will ever be met. 

Further, by failing to expand the list of donor countries to include 

181.  United Nations Climate Change, “COP29 UN Climate Conference Agrees to Triple Finance to Developing Countries, 
Protecting Lives and Livelihoods”, https://unfccc.int/news/cop29-un-climate-conference-agrees-to-triple-finance-to-
developing-countries-protecting-lives-and (2024).

76



A NEW NET ZERO JOURNEY?

wealthy nations such as the Gulf states, COP29 missed one of the key 
steps to making this target more feasible. A greater financial burden 
is now being placed on countries that make up a shrinking share of 
global wealth. As a result, more creative solutions will be required, 
such as unlocking more finance from the balance sheets of multilateral 
development banks, ensuring government finance leverages many 
more multiples of private finance into emissions reduction projects, or 
greater use of government-backed infrastructure guarantees to derisk 
investment for private capital. 

If the West can summon the political will to increase climate finance 
and develop innovative mechanisms to make this money go much 
further, there would be substantial geopolitical advantages. It is high 
time that western nations delivered on their promises to establish 
a democratic alternative to the Chinese Belt and Road Initiative – a 
global infrastructure and investment strategy launched in 2013 that 
serves as a key vehicle for expanding Beijing’s economic influence 
and diplomatic reach across Asia, Africa, and Europe. The G7’s 
Build Back Better World initiative was launched around COP26 to be 
exactly that, but lacked any serious financial backing. Despite being 
subsequently rebranded as the ‘Partnership for Global Infrastructure 
and Investment’, it still languishes as a largely unrealised ambition and 
will surely be killed off under the second Trump Presidency. In the 
meantime, China has continued to finance green infrastructure across 
developing countries, buying influence, capturing supply chains, and 
loading up poorer nations with crippling debts. If we want to avoid 
China locking in dominance over green industries and buying the 
geopolitical support of emerging economies, we need to be willing to 
match their investment in climate finance.

Climate finance can even bring benefits for conventional forms of 
migration control. Under Prime Minister Georgia Meloni’s leadership, for 
example, Italy has sought to focus its climate finance on North African 
countries, linking aid to agreements to controls on illegal migration, while 
also directly addressing the climate change-related drivers of migration 
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such as desertification and food and water insecurity.182 If the UK wants 
to sign more returns agreements for illegal migrants, the leverage we 
have in our ability to offer strategic climate finance could help unlock 
more border cooperation with developing countries.

The debate about climate migration too frequently descends into 
quibbling about definitions instead of practical solutions. We know 
enough about climate change to be confident that it will worsen existing 
drivers of migration. We also know that the solutions – building more 
clean energy, improving food and water security and restoring nature – 
deliver additional benefits beyond potentially limiting climate migration. 
They will make the world a better, safer, more stable, more prosperous 
place. We should get on with them.

Sam Hall is the Director of the Conservative Environment Network. He 
previously served as a Policy Adviser in the Department for Environment, 
Food and Rural Affairs and as Head of Research at Bright Blue.

182.  Chiara Scissa, “Italy’s Migration Policies Amidst Climate Change: An Assessment”, https://www.iai.it/en/
pubblicazioni/italys-migration-policies-amidst-climate-change-assessment (2024).
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