Immigration and Brexit: myths and realities
blogs.lse.ac.uk /brexit/2016/11/02/immigration-and-brexit-myths-and-realities/
02/11/2016

‘Taking back control of our borders’ became a rallying cry for Brexiters. In practice, says Jonathan Portes,
EU citizens will probably still be able to enter the UK freely after we leave – but the prospect of
Brexit, lower unemployment in the rest of the EU and a faltering economy means fewer will
stay to work over the next two years. Similarly, a ‘hard border’ between Northern Ireland and
the Republic is unlikely. But big questions remain about the work permit scheme the
government seems to favour. He debunks some of the myths about Brexit and immigration.
1.

Even if we end free movement, there’s no way we’ll ever get
immigration to the tens of thousands

Over the next two years EU migration is likely to fall, for several reasons:
Even before the referendum, employment growth in the UK had slowed (meanwhile unemployment in the rest
of the EU is falling).
Moreover, for some countries at least (in particular Romania and Bulgaria), the very high levels of recent
inflows reflects the impact of the lifting of transitional controls in 2014; this seems likely to run its course.
Even if there had been no referendum, immigration would probably have fallen back from its peak earlier this
year.
The referendum could make this fall much sharper. This is not just because of the overall economic impact of
Brexit on growth, output and employment. A Brexit-related slowdown will hit some sectors and regions – such
as the finance sector in London – that employ large numbers of EU migrants. Moreover, migration from some
EU countries appears to respond to exchange rate changes, presumably because migrants compare the
salaries that they could earn at home to what they can earn here..
To these economic reasons must be added legal and psychological ones. There will be a prolonged period of
uncertainty before we know exactly what Brexit means both for EU citizens here now and new arrivals. If
people cannot plan with any confidence, they are less likely to come and less likely to stay. Moreover, not
only have we seen isolated but very unpleasant outbreaks of racism, but there is a much more widespread
sense that they are no longer welcome.
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Combined with likely falls in non-EU migration as well, immigration might fall faster than anyone expects.
2.

The government has rejected the Vote Leave option of an “Australian-style
points based system”

It appears certain that we will move to a system where the UK government sets out some criteria (skills,
occupations, salaries, numerical limits etc) for work-related migration from the EEA, as it does at present for nonEEA migration. Such a system could be described as an ‘Australian-style’ system, since this is what Australia (like
many other countries) does; it could also be described as a work permit system, since those who qualify receive
permission to work here. This debate tells us essentially nothing about what the overall system will look like postBrexit. In fact, there are two key choices:
will the new system give a considerable degree of preference to EEA citizens, even if not full free movement,
compared to those outside the EEA, or will it treat all non-UK citizens equally (with the possible exception of
Irish citizens)?
will the new system be relatively liberal – accepting perhaps an increase in skilled migration from outside the
EEA at the same time as reducing EU migration; or will it be restrictive, with the overarching objective still
being to hit the government’s target to reduce net migration to the tens of thousands?
3.

Ending free movement means we’ll “take back control” of our borders”

Immigration control (of EEA nationals) does not (mostly) mean border control. It does not seem likely that we would
restrict EEA nationals’ right to enter the UK without a visa. A fully fledged visa regime for EEA nationals would be
hugely disruptive to trade, travel and tourism – even leaving aside the obvious point that this would mean UK
nationals would require visas to travel to continental Europe. And it would mean that they were treated worse than,
for example, Americans or Australians, who do not need a visa to enter the UK.
So EEA nationals (like UK nationals) already have their passports checked at entry and this will continue; equally,
they are only denied entry in rare circumstances. This means that control over how many and which EEA nationals
are allowed to work in the UK will not, in practice, be applied at the border in the vast majority of cases. As with other
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non-visa nationals, like Americans or Australians, it will be applied in the workplace; employers will have to verify
that EEA nationals are entitled to work in the UK, just as they currently do for non-EEA nationals. Talking about
‘border controls’ for EEA nationals or reintroducing ‘controls’ over ‘who enters the country’ misses the point almost
entirely.
4.

To stop EU migrants “sneaking in through the back door” we’ll need border
controls with Ireland

It follows from 3 that this is a non sequitur. Why would someone who plans to work illegally in the UK go via Dublin
when she can simply fly to Stansted? There will be issues relating to people coming via Ireland (third country
nationals, as now, and security concerns) but we won’t be controlling migration on the Irish border. The need for
control on movements of goods (assuming we leave the customs union) is a much more difficult issue.
5.

Ending free movement means we’ll be able to have “only the [high-skilled]
immigrants we want/need”

It is often claimed that if the UK could impose restrictions on migration from the EU, the impact would be to reduce
migration for unskilled and/or low paid work, while having no impact on skilled migration; possibly even allowing an
increase. This ignores the nature both of migration systems and outcomes. No system can select perfectly, or even
close to it. The view that we can devise an immigration system that allows in those, and only those ‘immigrants that
have the skills we need’ is fantasy.
Moreover, it also ignores the fact that migration is not just a matter of the UK choosing migrants; migrants have to
choose us. Even if we wish to remain open to skilled migrants from elsewhere in the EU post-Brexit, they may not
choose to come here (or remain here). Almost any system will increase in bureaucracy and reduce the rights of
those who come; including those of their spouses to work and study, of their children to citizenship, access to the
NHS and so on. And beyond this are the wider psychological and attitudinal consequences of Brexit. Skilled
migration will fall – maybe by a lot.
6.

“Leaving the EU will enable us to reduce burdens on business – especially
damaging employment rules”

The government has already said it doesn’t intend to use Brexit to make any significant reductions in the protections
or rights of British workers. But ending free movement will definitely result in a large increase in the regulatory
burden on business. This follows from 3; employers will be at the sharp end of enforcing an end to free movement of
workers. They will have to check the rights of EU citizens to work, just as they do now for non-EU citizens. This
won’t be easy – most of the three million already here will be given some sort of permanent residence rights, while
there will be a new system for new arrivals; itself a new burden. Almost certainly there will be a significant increase
in illegal working, and the Home Office will need to devote more resources to enforcement, resulting in further
burdens. When it comes to immigration, “taking back control” means expanding the size and role of the state.
This post represents the views of the author and not those of the Brexit blog, nor the LSE or NIESR. It is based on
Jonathan Portes’ longer article “Immigration and Brexit”, National Institute Economic Review, November 2016.
Jonathan Portes (@jdportes) is a Research Fellow at the National Institute of Economic and Social Research, and
Senior Fellow, ESRC Britain in a Changing Europe. Previously, he was Chief Economist at the Cabinet Office, where
he advised the Cabinet Secretary, Gus O’Donnell, and Number 10 Downing Street on economic and financial issues.
More by Jonathan Portes:
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The case of the missed migrants: undercounting EU nationals working in the UK

What do the people really want? The Condorcet paradox and the referendum
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