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Background

British society has been transformed by migration since 1945. In the early post-war years, strong labour demand led to migration from the New Commonwealth (former colonies in the Caribbean, Africa and the Indian sub-continent).  Migrant workers also came from Ireland and Western Europe. By the 1960s, concerns about racial tensions as well as economic recession led a series of laws, designed to restrict entries from the New Commonwealth. However, from the 1990s, economic dynamism led to a new upsurge in immigration. The 2001 Census showed that the UK population of 58.8 million included 4.6 million members of ethnic minorities (7.9 per cent of the total population). The biggest groups were Indians (over 1 million), Pakistanis (747,000), Black Caribbeans (566,000) and Black Africans (485,000). Around the same time, Britain had a foreign resident population of 2.7 million in 2002, the main countries of origin being Ireland, India, Pakistan, USA, Europe, Australia and Somalia.
 

1. 
Costs and benefits of international migration for Britain

Managing economic migration

Britain has been a net immigration country since 1983, with annual net immigration of close to 200,000 persons in recent years, while net emigration of British citizens averages about 50,000 a year. The policy emphasis has shifted away from restriction towards management of a range of different types of migration. 

Highly skilled migrants are seen as vital to the economy and Britain competes with other developed countries to attract them. Britain has been accused of plundering doctors, nurses and teachers from poor countries. Britain also seeks to attract students, and may permit them to stay on once qualified – which can be a loss to the country of origin. There is a clear need to balance British labour market needs with policies designed to safeguard scarce skill resources in poor countries.
Lower skilled workers are also in great demand in Britain’s booming economy. The Government has set up a special ‘working holidaymaker scheme’ which allows up to 40,000 young Commonwealth citizens to come in each year, providing a temporary, flexible labour force. Although a small number of work permits have been reluctantly introduced for skilled and sector-based work, this does not provide adequate labour supply for some sectors, leading to increased undocumented migration. 
Labour migration from the European Union is based on the principle of free movement. It provides an important source of labour and scarce skills for Britain. 

Undocumented migration and employment has grown sharply in recent years. A 1996 law introduced penalties for employers of undocumented workers, but these are hardly enforced. The Government is in a quandary: without low-skilled migrant workers, there would be severe labour shortages in agriculture, construction, catering, cleaning and hospitals.  Fears of a a public backlash against a comprehensive legal recruitment system  have led the Government to tacitly tolerate undocumented immigration. Britain clearly needs a mechanism for legal recruitment of lower-skilled workers.

Asylum has become a major political issue with applications rising sharply from 41,500 in 1997 to a peak of 103,000 in 2002. Asylum seekers come from conflict regions in E. and SE Europe, Africa and Asia. Up to 95 per cent of asylum applications are initially refused, but many applicants are allowed to stay on appeal or receive humanitarian leave to remain. Others are refused leave to remain, but cannot be deported for various reasons. Some politicians and sections of the media have led campaigns accusing asylum seekers of crime, disease and cheating on welfare. This has led to a strong perception that the Government ‘has lost control’. In response, the Government has introduced a series of restrictions designed to deter applicants. In 2003, asylum applications declined sharply to 61,200. Asylum remains an area of policy conflict, with Britain finding it hard to reconcile its obligations under the UN Refugee Convention with hostile popular sentiments.

Integration and social cohesion

Upon arrival New Commonwealth immigrants tended to get the worst jobs and housing, and to experience both informal and institutional racism. Since the 1960s,  four Race Relations Acts  have been introduced to combat discrimination and to improve educational and occupational outcomes, especially for the second generation. Despite this, some ethnic minorities groups – especially those of African-Caribbean, Pakistani and Bangladeshi origins – remain highly disadvantaged. They are more likely to be unemployed, to have low status jobs, to live in poverty and to lack educational credentials. 

In the 1990s, there was a widespread view that Britain was becoming a more inclusive multicultural society. This optimism was shattered by the publication of the Macpherson Report in 1999, which showed severe and persistent institutional racism in the police forces; and the riots in northern cities like Oldham, Bradford and Leeds in 2002, which reflected the disaffection of socially marginalised young people of Asian origin. Extreme-right groups like the British National Party also became more prominent, while disputes on the role of Islam in British society led to increased tension. The Home Office responded with proposals for citizenship courses and tests, and a range of other measures to improve socio-economic integration, combat racism and improve social cohesion.

However, it seems clear that, half a century after the beginnings of large-scale immigration, Britain has yet to come to terms with ethnic, cultural and religious diversity. Social stratification linked to origins and race remains an important issue, and the shift from a white British identity shaped by colonialism towards a more inclusive multicultural identity is far from complete.

2. 
Towards international cooperation?

In the past, Britain has seen immigration policy as a key area of national sovereignty and has been slow to relinquish any control to multilateral bodies. However, recently the British Government has been involved in the negotiations leading to agreement of common European Union policies on migration and asylum by May 2004. There is a growing realisation that increased migration to Britain is a result of improved communications and transport linked to globalisation, as well as to North-South inequalities in incomes, life chances, human rights and human security. The recent House of Commons Report on Migration and Development has raised awareness of the key role of migration in helping to combat poverty in the developing world.
 

Currently, there is debate about the relative importance of border control and measures to address the root causes of migration.  Some emphasise control, while others stress the need to reconcile the interests of Britain, countries of origin, and the migrants themselves. The basis for a shift towards more cooperation could be the realisation that Britain will continue to need migration  in future, and that the current rather piecemeal migration control system is expensive and ineffective. A more cooperative approach could lead to better outcomes for all concerned. Future measures at the international and national levels could include:

1. A new international legal instrument, providing a declaration of the rights of migrants, together with definitions of the groups covered and procedural rules for international governance in this field.

2. The establishment of an international migration agency – probably within the UN system – to act as an advocate and protector for migrants, and to oversee the adoption of the international legal instrument into national law. 

3. The strengthening of EU cooperation on measures to regulate migration and to address its root causes: both the poverty that leads to economic migration and the conflicts that lead to refugee and asylum seeker flows – not forgetting that both are often closely linked.

4. A set of policies designed to make migration into a tool for development. Recruitment of workers to fill vacancies in Britain could take place in the framework of bilateral or multilateral agreements laying down wages and conditions (based on British standards), rules on residence, integration and family reunion. This could be linked to arrangements to support the economic and social development of migrant-sending countries, including: 

· Measures for cheap, safe and rapid transfer of remittances;

· Inducements for investment of migrants’ remittances and savings in productive enterprises or infrastructure;

· Credit mechanisms and subsidies to multiply the effects of migrant  remittances;

· Compensation to countries of origin for loss of human capital;

· Schemes to provide migrants with education and training relevant to development needs while in receiving countries;

· Schemes to encourage ‘return of talents’ on a temporary or long-term basis;

· Support for transnational networks which maintain links between migrants and their areas of origin (e.g. through hometown associations);

· Planning and advice mechanisms for migrants, to help them develop long-term approaches to migration and return.

� It is impossible to add the two categories ‘ethnic minorities’ and ‘foreign resident population’ to get a single figure for the  ‘immigrant population of Britain’. The two categories overlap in some respects and are based on different principles in others. The term ethnic minority essentially means ‘non white’ It says nothing about nationality or place of birth (indeed at least half the ethnic minority members were born in the UK), and leaves out the many ‘white’ immigrants (such as the Irish).


� House of Commons International Development Committee 2004. Migration and Development: How to Make Migration work for Poverty Reduction. London: House of Commons. HC 79-II.





