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State of Wales Briefing: Migration   

Key messages 

• The end of free movement in the EU will be the most significant change to 

immigration policy in over forty years.  

• It will affect the 80,000 EU nationals resident in Wales and also affect sectors 

such as the NHS and Social Care Sector, Welsh Universities, tourism, 

hospitality and construction.  

• Restricting the numbers of people who come to Wales to live and work could 

have repercussions for long-term population growth in Wales and is likely to 

put pressure on the NHS and social care sector.  

• Immigration policy is currently decided by the UK government, yet managing 

the effects of immigration such as employment and skills, education, health 

and integration will fall to the Welsh Government.  

Overview  

Currently EU citizens have the right to live and work in the UK under free movement, 

whereas non-EU citizens must follow the immigration rules set out in the UK’s points-

based immigration system. The UK Government’s current position is to bring an end 

to free movement on Brexit day (which is potentially October 31st). This will cause one 

of biggest changes in the UK’s immigration system in decades and what will replace 

this system is unclear.  

Ending free movement will have significant implications for Wales. It will affect 

approximately 80,000 EU nationals who are resident in Wales. It will also affect sectors 

such as the NHS and social care, Welsh universities, tourism, hospitality and 

construction, which have become reliant on this workforce and the skills they provide. 

Restricting international immigration to Wales could also affect population growth.  

Immigration policy is not devolved. The Bevan Foundation argued that the National 

Assembly for Wales should take some of the decisions on who lives, works and studies 

in Wales, and has recommended that the Welsh Government seek powers to make 

so-called ‘regional variations’ in immigration policy.  

The current UK Government’s policy position on immigration is evolving rapidly, and 

their proposals, summarised in this briefing, may well change. This review of 

immigration policy is timely as the end of free movement is ever closer.   
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The current immigration system   

Currently, EU citizens and their families have treaty1 rights to live and work in the UK 

for up to three months without being subject to any conditions. After three months, 

they have the right to reside if they are workers or looking for work in the UK or have 

sufficient resources to reside and do not become an ‘unreasonable burden on the 

social assistance system’. Once an EU citizen has resided in the UK for five years, 

they have the right to permanent residence. Additionally, those who wish to come to 

the UK to study can do so with only light-touch requirements.  

 

Non-EU citizens who want to live and work in the UK are subject to the immigration 

rules under the UK’s immigration system which is made of up 5 Tiers2: 

 

• Tier 1: for highly skilled individuals who can contribute to growth and 

productivity – it includes several different strands; 

• Tier 2: for skilled workers with a job offer to fill gaps in the UK’s workforce. It is 

also made up of different strands and has a minimum earning threshold of 

£30,000 per year. The numbers of Tier 2 applications is currently capped at 

20,700 per year and employers with need to carry out the ‘Resident Labour 

Market Test (RMLT) which requires them to advertise jobs in the UK in order 

to allow settled workers to apply. Tier 2 visas are usually valid for a maximum 

of six years. They give the possibility of applying for Indefinite Leave to 

Remain after five years' residence in the UK if the applicant is earning above 

£35,800; 

• Tier 3: for limited numbers of low-skilled workers needed to fill temporary 

labour shortages. This Tier is closed for applications; 

• Tier 4: for students who wish to study in an institution that is not an academy, 

or a school maintained by a local authority; or short-term study visas up to six 

months, or 11 months for English language courses; 

• Tier 5: for temporary workers and young people covered by the Youth Mobility 

Scheme, who are allowed to work in the UK for a limited time. 

 

Non-EU citizens wishing to bring their families to the UK or UK citizens wishing to 

bring their non-EU families into the UK need to meet the family immigration rules. A 

family member may consider various work and study options to enter and remain in 

the UK on their own visa. Alternatively, they can make an application with their 

spouse/partner acting as a sponsor in which various criteria will need to be met. One 

criterion is financial independence, in which the sponsoring partner will need to meet 

the income requirement of £18,600 per year. This figure rises to £22,400 for 

sponsoring a partner and child from outside the EU, with an additional £2,400 for 

 
1 Directive 2004/38/EC of the European Parliament and of the Council, https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-

content/EN/TXT/?uri=celex:32004L0038 
2 UK Government, Immigration Rules part 6A: the points-based system 

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=celex:32004L0038
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=celex:32004L0038
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/immigration-rules/immigration-rules-part-6a-the-points-based-system
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each further child. Other requirements include learning and speaking English and 

taking a Life in the UK test3. 

 

The Shortage Occupation List (SOL) is an official list of occupations for which there 

are not enough resident workers to fill vacancies. The Migration Advisory Committee 

(MAC) regularly reviews the list and calls for evidence of which occupations should 

be included or removed.   

As a result of a job being on the SOL: 

• In the event the Tier 2 cap of 20,700 is reached occupations on the SOL are 

prioritised.  

• There is no requirement to pass the resident labour market test, therefore 

employers will not need to demonstrate that they have attempted to recruit 

domestically. This will save time in vacancy advertising and recruitment time.  

• There is no requirement to meet the £35,800 salary threshold required for 

settlement after five years.  

• Applicants (and their families) face lower visa application fees. 

The Immigration White Paper  

 

In July 2017, Theresa May’s government commissioned the MAC to report on the 

current and likely future patterns and impacts of European Economic Area (EEA) 

migration in the UK. The MAC recommendations formed the basis of the UK’s Future 

Skills-based Immigration System4 which covered proposals for a new immigration 

system for EU and non-EU citizens to be phased in from 2021. The main proposals 

included: 

• a single route which gives access to highly skilled and skilled workers from all 

countries; 

• removing the current cap on Tier 2 visas for skilled workers; 

• abolishing the requirements for employers of skilled workers to carry out a 

resident labour market test as a condition of sponsoring a worker; 

• adding medium-skilled workers with qualifications between Level 3 and 5 on 

the Regulated Qualifications Framework (i.e. A-levels and equivalent) into Tier 

2, alongside graduate and post-graduate qualifications; 

• consulting on the £30,000 minimum earning threshold for Tier 2 visas with 

business and employers to assess what if the threshold is appropriate; 

• no specific entry route for lower-skilled workers, but a transitional measure 

would allow lower-skilled workers to work in the UK for 12 months, with a 

further 12-month cooling-off period until a full review in 2025;  

 
3 UK Government, Immigration Rules part 8: family members 
4 https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/the-uks-future-skills-based-immigration-system 

https://www.gov.uk/guidance/immigration-rules/immigration-rules-part-8-family-members
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/the-uks-future-skills-based-immigration-system
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• for students, there will not be a limit on the number of international students 

coming into the UK and proposed six months’ post-study leave for master’s 

and bachelor’s students, with those completing a PhD receiving one year.  

The White Paper sought to ensure that the rights of those EU citizens currently living 

in the UK are protected and established the EU Settlement Scheme. Applicants will 

be eligible for settled status and allowed to stay in the UK indefinitely if they have 

lived in the UK continuously for five years by December 2020. Those who have been 

in the UK for a shorter period will be granted pre-settled status which allows them to 

stay in the UK for another five years at which point they can apply for settled status.  

The scheme has been criticised for its reliance on online platforms and there are 

concerns that people are not aware that they should register and some will not be 

able to provide the necessary documentation to prove the length of residency.  

The current UK Government’s position  

The UK Government has stated that freedom of movement for EU citizens will end 

on 31st October.5 Since the White Paper was introduced the Government has 

announced that it has asked the MAC to review the introduction of a new Australian-

style-points based immigration system (PBS) from January 2021. It is yet unclear if 

this will replace the White Paper and leaves a number of questions unanswered 

including:  

• what elements of the PBS the MAC has been asked to look at;  

• when will the Government will be introducing primary legislation;  

• what happens to issues on which there has already been consultation e.g. the 

£30,000 salary threshold. 

The Government has said that EU citizens resident in the UK up to the 31st October 

2019 will be eligible to apply to the EU Settlement scheme and have until (at least) 

the 31st December 2020 to do so. Up to that point they will still be able to take up 

employment, rent a property by showing their passport or national identity card and 

their access to benefits and services will stay the same. It has confirmed that much 

of the free movement framework will remain until primary legislation repeals it.  

In addition it has announced a number of specific changes: 

• to apply tougher UK criminality thresholds at the border;  

• to remove the blue EU customs channel and require all travellers to make a 
customs declaration; 

• to remove the rights for people arriving after the UK has left the EU to acquire 
permanent residence under retained EU law, and the rights for UK nationals who 

 
5 https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/no-deal-immigration-arrangements-for-eu-citizens-

moving-to-the-uk-after-brexit/no-deal-immigration-arrangements-for-eu-citizens-arriving-after-brexit 

 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/no-deal-immigration-arrangements-for-eu-citizens-moving-to-the-uk-after-brexit/no-deal-immigration-arrangements-for-eu-citizens-arriving-after-brexit
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/no-deal-immigration-arrangements-for-eu-citizens-moving-to-the-uk-after-brexit/no-deal-immigration-arrangements-for-eu-citizens-arriving-after-brexit
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move to the EU after exit to return with their family members without meeting UK 
family immigration rules; 

• introduce blue UK passports.  

For a transitional period after Brexit on 31 October 2019 until 31 December 2020 EU 

citizens and their family members will still be able to move to the UK. Those wishing 

to stay in the UK beyond 2020 will need to apply to do so. The Home Office will open 

a new voluntary immigration scheme – the European Temporary Leave to Remain 

(Euro TLR) Scheme – to provide a route to apply for this immigration status. If 

successful, people will be granted a period of 36 months’ leave to remain in the UK. 

Should these people want to stay in the UK after this period, and they meet the 

requirements of the future immigration system, they will be able to accrue this time 

towards the qualifying period for settlement. 

Welsh Government’s approach to Immigration Policy  

The Welsh Government’s approach to migration is set out in ‘A Brighter Future for 

Wales: Why we should remain in the EU’6 which sets out the potential issues related 

to leaving the EU without a deal and makes the case for continued membership of 

the EU. This builds on what was outlined in 2017 in ‘Brexit and Fair Movement of 

People’7 and ‘Securing Wales’ Future’8 and maintains its strong stance on securing 

the rights of EU citizens who are currently residing in Wales and states that ‘EU 

migrants and their families should continue to be able to access the safety net of the 

benefits system and our public services in broadly the same way as they do now’9. 

The Welsh Government recognises the positive contribution migrants make to 

Wales’ economy and the reliance of sectors in Wales rely on the skills of EU citizens, 

including universities, construction, the food and drink sector, the creative sector, 

health and social care, and tourism.  

In 2019 the Welsh Government commissioned Professor Jonathan Portes10 to 

examine the impact of the White Paper’s proposals in Wales. He concluded that 

Wales’ challenges from an ageing population are more acute than elsewhere in the 

UK. Restricting migration is unfavourable for Wales, while the proposed £30,000 

salary threshold would result in a 50% reduction in EU immigration. There would be 

a knock-on reduction in GDP of between 1 and 1.5% (compared to 1.5 to 2% for the 

UK as a whole). Portes acknowledged that manufacturing, social care, hospitality, 

health and education sectors would be most affected because of their reliance on EU 

workers.  

Based on this evidence, they have stated that it is ‘vital’ that these sectors are able 

to meet their recruitment needs when the local labour market cannot and argues that 

 
6 Welsh Government, A brighter future for Wales: Why we should remain in the EU 
7 Welsh Government, Brexit and Fair Movement of People 
8 Welsh Government, Securing Wales’ Future  
9 Welsh Government, A brighter future for Wales: Why we should remain in the EU p11 
10 Jonathan Portes and Giuseppe Forte, Migration in Wales The impact of post-Brexit policy changes 

https://gov.wales/sites/default/files/publications/2019-09/a-brighter-future-for-wales_0.pdf
https://beta.gov.wales/sites/default/files/publications/2018-10/brexit-and-fair-movement-of-people.pdf
https://gov.wales/sites/default/files/2017-01/30683%20Securing%20Wales%C2%B9%20Future_ENGLISH_WEB.pdf
https://gov.wales/sites/default/files/publications/2019-09/a-brighter-future-for-wales_0.pdf
https://www.wcpp.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/FINAL-WCPP-report_Immigration-in-Wales-post-Brexit.pdf
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based on the current proposals employers would find it much more difficult for to 

recruit semi-skilled and unskilled labour from outside the UK. 

A ‘Brighter Future for Wales’ reaffirms the Welsh Government’s commitment to 

protect workers against exploitation by improving the enforcement of legal provisions 

and minimum labour standards and raising awareness of employment rights and 

promote good practice across Wales. 

The document also makes the case that the right to freedom of movement is linked 

to work, and argues that if we remain in the EU there is a case for implementing the 

EU law which means people can be legitimately removed if they have resided in an 

EU country for more than six months without finding work. It is said that this would 

address suspicions of ‘benefit tourism’.  

Given the impact a UK based approach to immigration could have in Wales, the 

introduction of regional variations has been debated. The MAC dismissed the 

introduction of regional variations, although it hasn’t ruled out a Welsh Shortage 

Occupation List (SOL). Yet, given that the primary purpose of SOL is to prioritise skill 

shortages once a cap of numbers has been reached, it is unclear how useful it will 

be once the cap has been removed.  

The Welsh Government has maintained that if the new immigration system does not 

recognise the needs of Wales, then their preference would be for a spatially 

differentiated approach, with the Welsh Government having a stronger role in 

determining how future migration to Wales would be managed.  

Issues for Wales  

Wales has benefitted from migration from the EU in a number of ways and the 

introduction of a new immigration system will have a significant impact. A number of 

important issues arise from the change to a new system.  

If the numbers of people migrating to Wales from the EU falls, what will be the 

impact in Wales?  

In recent years Wales’ population growth has relied largely on migration. Looking 

ahead to 2037, Wales’ population is projected to decrease without some level of 

internal and / or international migration. This would lead to the following key issues:  

• The number of people of working age is projected to drop significantly by 

2037, even if immigration is at a high level.   

• The number of older people is projected to rise significantly by 2037 – the 

smaller the number of people in-migrating the bigger the share of older people 

in the population. 
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What will be the impact of a £30,000 salary threshold? 

It is clear that a number of sectors in Wales currently benefit from EU migration. In its 

response to the White Paper the Welsh NHS federation highlighted the current 

recruitment and retention problems across the health and social care sector which 

has led to serious workforce gaps, and argued that the £30,000 threshold would 

affect many of those who work in these sectors, particularly in domiciliary and social 

care.  

Certain sectors such as tourism, hospitality and construction, have become reliant on 

the EU workforce and the skills they provide and it is likely that they will have issues 

around recruitment and retention as a consequence of a restrictive immigration 

system. Many of those coming to work in these sectors would be unable to meet the 

£30,000 salary threshold.  

What will be the impact of introducing a temporary worker scheme?  

The new temporary worker scheme is proposed to run until 2025, and will allow 

individuals from certain ‘low-risk’ countries to come to the UK to work for a maximum 

12 month period, after which they would be required to observe a ‘cooling off’ period 

of 12 months before they were able to return to the UK. This could affect integration 

as communities could see an increased movement of people in and out of the area 

on a short-term basis.  

Will the rights of EU citizens currently living in Wales be protected?  

Currently EU citizens currently resident in Wales have until December 2020 to 

register with the EU Settlement scheme. People who can prove five years 

continuous residency will be granted indefinite leave to remain and will be able to 

access all rights. People who are unable to prove five years continuous residency 

may be granted pre-settled status and can apply for settled status once they can 

prove five years continuous residency.  

The application process as it stands now is complex and confusing and could result 

in many EU citizens ‘slipping through the net’. As demonstrated by our illustration of 

the new immigration system overleaf, people could potentially be at risk of 

deportation or being resident in the UK illegally. 

There are concerns about: 

• people who do not apply for settled status: it is estimated that only 29% of 

EU citizens resident in Wales have applied to date, a lower proportion than in 

other UK nations11.  

• people who cannot prove continuous residence: people who may spend 

part of their time outside the UK e.g. for family or work reasons may not be 

able to prove continuous residence and so may not be given leave to remain. 

• the families of EU residents: families are able to join EU citizens in the UK 

up to 31st Dec. 2020, and must apply either for Euro TLR or settled status 

 
11 https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/home-affairs/immigration/the-progress-of-the-eu-settlement-scheme-

so-far/ 

https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/home-affairs/immigration/the-progress-of-the-eu-settlement-scheme-so-far/
https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/home-affairs/immigration/the-progress-of-the-eu-settlement-scheme-so-far/
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depending on the date they arrive. After this date they will need to comply with 

the future immigration requirements.  

The Welsh Government has announced a package of measures to support EU 

citizens with applications to the Settlement Scheme.12 

What effect could changes have on employers and landlords?  

Landlords and employers must not rent properties or employ people who are in the 

UK illegally. They may find it difficult to distinguish between EU citizens who have a 

right to remain in the UK from those who do not. There is a risk of discrimination 

against all EU citizens because of the lack of clarity and complexity of the system.  

 

 
12 https://gov.wales/package-of-support-for-eu-citizens-living-in-wales-announced 

https://gov.wales/package-of-support-for-eu-citizens-living-in-wales-announced
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State of Wales Briefings 

 

This briefing is one of a series produced monthly on key topics produced exclusively 

for Bevan Foundation subscribers.  

Find out more about this and the other benefits we offer our subscribers by visiting 

www.bevanfoundation.org or email info@bevanfoundation.org.  

 

About the Bevan Foundation 

The Bevan Foundation is Wales’ most innovative and influential think tank. We 

develop lasting solutions to Wales’ most challenging problems.  

We are independent of government or any political party, and are funded by 

subscriptions, donations, grants from charitable trusts and foundations and 

commissions. 

   

 

 

 

We have made every effort to ensure that the data in this briefing is accurate and up 

to date at the time of writing. However, we cannot be held responsible for any error or 

omission in the briefing or change in the source data.  
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