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Immigration post 
Brexit: a response to 
the ‘Leave Means 
Leave’ report 
As the UK is heading into a general 
election that will define the shape of 
Brexit and determine the future of the 
country, the Britain in Europe think 
tank highlights the need for the 
adoption of reasonable immigration 
policies that are based on evidence 
about current economic reality and 
the future well-being of the country, 
n o t h y p e d - u p r h e t o r i c a n d 
unfounded, mythical claims which 
see EU immigration as ‘the source of 
all evil’ in modern Britain.
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Britain in Europe stresses the need to steer away from excessive post-Brexit policy 
responses to immigration demanded of Government by hardliners within the 
Conservative party and press. The ‘Immigration Post Brexit’ report authored by 
Stephen Woolfe MEP on behalf of the hardline pro-Brexit group ‘Leave Means 
Leave’, which was backed up by more than 20 Conservative MPs, provides a 
striking example of policy proposals grounded on fear-mongering and scapegoating 
of immigrant communities, not evidence-based analysis suggesting an 
economically-viable and socially cohesive way forward for the country. 


The report calls for a freeze on non-skilled arrivals, and net migration to be cut to 
50,000 a year, from the +273,000 it was in the year ending September 2016. The 
report also suggests that a working visa should be granted only if the applicant has 
a job offer, is sponsored by a company and has a minimum annual salary offer of 
£35,000; has passed a complete English language test; has a five-year private 
health insurance contract to prevent dependency on the NHS; and has a 
satisfactory level of savings. But even if all these conditions were met, migrants 
would receive the same rights as UK nationals only after a five-year settlement 
period. 


The new working visa system would make an exception only for entrepreneurs, 
investors and others now in the highly skilled  Tier 1 visa category, those, for 
example, who will want to invest £2 million or more in the UK, those who will want 
to set up a business in the UK and will have access to at least £50K or those 
graduates who may have genuine and credible business ideas as well as those who 
will be endorsed as recognised or emerging leaders in their domains. In other 
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Rather than heading for the EU exit, Theresa May is 
hurtling headlong into fights with the two groups of 

people she must keep on side to make Brexit happen. 
While important decisions about the future of financial 
services and complicated trade deals are subsumed in 
Gibraltar wrangling, the Tory right continue to bang on 
about immigration. May herself has admitted that free 
movement will have to continue after the UK leaves. 

Given this, the Eurosceptic plan to reduce immigration 
to 50,000 is nothing more than pie in the sky.  

Mary Honeyball MEP    

http://www.leavemeansleave.eu/wp-content/uploads/2017/04/FINAL-Low-Res-LML-Steven-Woolfe-migration-report-.pdf
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words, there will always be space in the UK for the elite - the super-rich and super 
talented - but everyone else will have to fight for their working visa. 


This system is not only elitist to its core, it also completely disregards the effect on 
the British economy that would result from depriving the country of a significant part 
of its existing working force.


Furthermore, the report misrepresents the effect of migration from the EU on the low 
skilled part of the UK jobs market, arguing that it has had ‘dire consequences for 
less well-off people in many communities’. However, extensive literature on labour 
market impacts of EU migration to the UK demonstrates that the impact has been 
largely benign.


Prof Jonathan Portes has summarised this literature when speaking at a recent BiE 
public debate at Brunel University London (video of the talk available here):
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As for the lunacy proposed by ‘Leave Means Leave’, these are 
my thoughts: What an inviting prospect: vegetables rotting in 

the fields and fruit mouldering on the bough; universities 
closing for lack of overseas students; no mini-cab drivers to 

take you anywhere;  and no-one to serve you in bars, 
restaurants and hotels if you’re lucky enough to be able to get 
there. Anybody who believes that British employers are going 
to step forward in droves to train native Brits to do these jobs 

clearly knows nothing of many British industries’ notorious 
unwillingness to invest in proper training, and is woefully 

 ignorant of the fact that decades of ill-conceived ‘reform’ of 
the educational system has left many young people 

unemployable. So what will happen is that, once all those 
pesky ‘European’ employment regulations have been safely 

consigned to the bonfire onto which these zealots are longing 
to pile them, British workers will be dragooned into working for 

poverty wages in vile conditions, and deprived of benefits of 
any kind if they refuse. That many of these people voted to 
leave the EU will undoubtedly make them even more angry 

than they are already, and the search for scapegoats will take 
an even more violent turn. 


Prof Julian Petley, Britain in Europe     

https://youtu.be/uH-K8Yw03UM?t=2918
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‘While there has been a really big change - we have had a 
very large influx by historical standards of EU nationals in 
the UK market - the effects have been pretty positive, 
surprisingly positive. If you had asked me - I was the Chief 
Economist at the Department of Work and Pensions, 
working on labour market issues in 2004 - what impact the 
influx of such a large number of EU citizens, working mostly 
in relatively low pay jobs, would have on the UK labour 
market, I would have said ‘“ i t would push up 
unemployment, at least, to some extent, for UK nationals 
and it would push down wages quite significantly for low-
paid people here”, but that hasn’t happened, it’s just not in 
the data; EU migrants don’t appear to have those negative 
impacts on jobs or even wages for natives …’


In replying to the ‘Leave Means Leave’ report, Portes criticises the authors for 
having misconstrued, due to either ‘ignorance or hypocrisy’, the terms ‘unskilled’ 
and ‘low paid’ immigrant workers (and the accusation is also directed at Lord 
Andrew Green of Migration Watch, whose work has informed the Leave Means 
Leave report):


	 When Woolfe and Green talk about “unskilled” or “low paid” workers they 
	 don’t mean unskilled or low paid workers. They mean workers who would not 
	 currently qualify for a Tier 2 visa – or the even more restrictive system that 
	 they want … 


By requiring ‘a minimum annual salary offer of £35,000’, Portes argues, the ‘Leave 
Means Leave’ system would exclude employees such as ‘physiotherapists, speech 
therapists, nurses, primary school teachers, most technicians, skilled construction 
workers, chemists, environmental scientists, social workers, paralegals, electricians, 
chefs, butchers, bakers … ‘Only about one quarter of UK employees earn more 
than £35,000’. These are the people the ‘Leave Means Leave’ report ‘is calling 
“unskilled” and wants to keep out’, he concludes.


The ‘Leave Means Leave’ report also criticises the current immigration system as 
one containing ‘entrenched discrimination’, on the basis that ‘an EU citizen was 
regarded as superior to a citizen from elsewhere in the world’ and ‘we were not 
accepting talented people from all four corners of the globe … we had an open 
door to white, Caucasian Europeans and an increasingly closed door to Africans, 
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http://ukandeu.ac.uk/who-are-you-calling-low-skilled/
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Asians and Americans’. But this claim is both hypocritical and inconsistent, as the 
50,000 net migration limit that it suggests would result in a dramatic reduction of the 
overall number of migrants coming to the UK from Africa, Asia and the American 
Continent compared to current migration levels. Net long-term international 
migration was estimated to be +273,000 in year ending September 2016, 
comprising 164,000 non-EU citizens; the 50,000 limit proposed by the report would 
comprise both EU and non-EU migrants. In other words, the number of non-EU 
citizens migrating to the UK would be reduced from the current 164,000 per year to 
a fraction of the overall 50,000 figure.


The report blatantly reinforces stereotypical views about immigrants posing a 
security threat or a risk to social integration, as it advocates the use of profiling of 
people going through customs, calls for an increase in prosecutions for FGM and 
suggests that the application of UK law is somehow influenced by religious 
practice. In other words, the report dishonestly links segregation with immigration, 
and leads one to think that EU citizens in particular fail to integrate. 


On EU citizens’ rights, the report suggests that these citizens should be given the 
right to remain indefinitely, and that the UK government should guarantee their 
rights, but only when the EU offers a similar guarantee to UK citizens living within 
the EU. In other words, it treats them as bargaining chips in the forthcoming 
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Woolfe's report is admirably candid in its instrumental and 
rather cynical vision of a post-Brexit immigration policy. The 

report considers that ‘international 
students are an asset to the UK economy’ whose numbers 

should not be restricted, but insists on their inclusion in 
‘quarterly migration statistics’ so as to generate the familiar 

tabloid headlines. It proposes to deny benefits to immigrants 
unless they reside in the country for five years and ‘paid takes 
at a set level’, creating a two-tier system of social protection. It 

makes the security of residence and rights of non-UK EU 
citizens who have made their lives here prior to the Article 50 
notice contingent on reciprocity, amplifying current anxieties. 
And, rather mendaciously, it ties the above with the (already 

outlawed) practice of FGM and more generally with the 
reduction of 'segregation'. The report advocates a self-

interested, socially stratified society where the protection of 
social and economic rights is subservient to market forces. 


Dr Ruvi Ziegler, Britain in Europe 
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negotiations, exactly as Theresa May has been criticised for doing ever since the 
Referendum. 


The authors of the report do not believe there is an inherent value in recognising the 
EU citizens’ right to stay. That their rights should be protected is seen simply as a 
consequence of the EU immigration system currently in place, and the  fact that EU 
citizens should not be penalised for having moved to the UK in accordance with the 
rules of that system. 


In a similar vein, the report suggests that ‘ideally, any EU citizens who entered the 
UK after March 29th 2017, the day Article 50 was invoked by the UK Government, 
should not have the right to remain indefinitely unless they qualify for one of the new 
visas. However, as it would be wrong to announce this retrospectively, the 
Government should immediately announce a cut off date in April 2017.’ This 
suggestion, however, disregards the fact that any citizens arriving in the UK after 29 
March 2017 will be exercising full rights as EU citizens in the UK – this is an EU red 
line in the forthcoming negotiations – and so if they have settled in the country by 
the time the exit from the EU is formalised on 29 March 2019, their right to remain 
indefinitely may be protected under Article 8 of the European Convention on Human 
Rights. If the government stripped them of this right in April 2017, as the report 
demands, it would risk a breach of Article 8. We should not forget, of course, that, 
in their 2015 manifesto, the Conservatives had committed to repealing the Human 
Rights Act, and potentially moving away from the European Convention on Human 
Rights, in which case citizens of the EU-27 in the UK would not be able to rely on 
Article 8. 


Britain in Europe calls upon all political parties to be vigilant and oppose such 
extreme, uninformed, and highly divisive immigration policies, to put the 
economic wellbeing of the country and social cohesion first and to resist the 
post-Brexit populist temptation. 


It is thus all the more regrettable that when, in an interview on Sky News on 20 April, 
Karen Bradley,  the culture secretary, stated that controlling immigration was ‘not 
about putting numbers on it’, she was rapidly contradicted by Theresa May, who 
confirmed that she was still committed to getting net annual migration below 
100,000, pointing out:  
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http://news.sky.com/story/immigration-issue-is-not-about-putting-number-on-it-says-cabinet-minister-10843710
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	 We’ve been very clear, as I was as home secretary for six years, that it’s 	
	 important that we have net migration that is in sustainable numbers. We 	
	 believe sustainable numbers are the tens of thousands.  




This, of course, is in line with the 2015 
Tory Manifesto which pledged that ‘We 
will  keep our ambition of delivering 
annual net migration in the tens of 
thousands, not the hundreds of 
thousands’, although it is important to 
note that this was presented as an 
ambition and not as a firm promise. 
This actually left the Tories a degree of 
room for manoeuvre, should their 
immigration policies be proved, as 
many have argued that they are, to be 

damaging to the UK economy, or impossible to enforce, or harmful to the country’s 
image abroad.  May’s comment, however, shows that the Tories are as determined 
as ever to play the numbers game, whatever the negative consequences for the 
country as a whole. 


In view of all the above, Britain in Europe calls upon political parties to set out in 
their June 8 manifestos their post-Brexit immigration policies in full detail,  
avoiding exaggerated responses that can harm the economy, social cohesion 
and the opportunity of a close collaboration with Europe in the future.  

The Government should also take this opportunity to fully recognise the rights of 
EU citizens from the EU-27 who are already in the UK. As Britain in Europe has 
repeatedly argued, the Government’s intent to use the more than 3 million EU 
citizens living in the UK as pawns in the forthcoming negotiations, is in direct breach 
of human rights law, morality and common sense (see e.g. BiE’s policy report on 
Brexit, letter in the Guardian and roundtable event at the British Academy). The 
June 8 elections offer the Government the last opportunity to remedy, albeit 
belatedly, this entirely unacceptable situation.
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https://www.brineurope.com/brexit-policy-report
https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2016/jul/11/the-status-of-eu-citizens-in-the-uk-requires-immediate-attention
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MwTIikiMYT0&t=180s

