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Forward by Rt Hon Nicholas Soames MP 
Julian Brazier has, in this pamphlet, added greatly to the vitally 
important debate on immigration.

He points out that the current battle over Housing Benefit is obscuring 
the real issue: the worst housing shortages since WW2.Young people 
at all economic levels see little prospect of ever enjoying the standards 
of housing their parents do. We also face today a wide range of social 
problems stemming from overpopulation: overcrowded hospitals, 
roads and trains, shortages of school places, water shortages, even 
flooding, with many recent houses built on flood plains. Julian Brazier 
shows that the rapid rise in our (historically nearly stable) population is 
rooted in the collapse of immigration controls under the last 
government. 

Julian supports the measures the Coalition Government is taking, 
which have already reduced the inflow, but argues that targeting net 
migration figures misses the point; pensioners retiring to Malaga or 
Sydney do not balance young couples – especially if they arrive from 
countries with high birth rates. In An Overcrowded Land?’ he 
illustrates that, from the early nineteenth century until the 1960s, there 
was a consensus that promoting emigration was a key way of relieving 
poverty. Instead, over the past decade we have had an unprecedented 
inflow. 

Julian calls for radical new measures to prevent a housing crisis and 
unacceptable infrastructure overload. Reform must start with a shake 
up in the legal system; human rights legislation makes it nearly 
impossible to deport those who overstay ordinary visas. We both 
support the Prime Minister’s bold proposal to require immigration 
appeals to be mounted only after deportation. But Julian points out 

that this will only be practicable if we revive the idea of overseas 
processing centres for asylum seekers – otherwise those facing 
deportation will simply put in asylum claims to avoid being deported.

Students form the largest element of incomers today (three fifths of all 
non-EU long-term arrivals last year). Brazier argues that we should 
have much sharper differentiation by nationality – with a faster system 
for those from countries with a good record, such as many Far Eastern 
countries and the Gulf States, and much-enhanced scrutiny of the 
rest. 

In this ground-breaking work, Brazier argues that only a profound 
effort to reduce immigration to much lower levels than emigration can 
prevent a burgeoning social crisis.

This is a significant contribution to a very difficult and very important 
debate and Julian Brazier is to be congratulated for such a bold 
contribution. 

The Rt Hon Nicholas Soames MP 

Member of Parliament for Mid Sussex 

Co-Chairman of the Cross Party Group on Balanced Migration 



Introduction 
and 
Background



Many of the pressing issues facing Britain today derive at least in 
part from a single common factor: population density. These 
include housing shortages, congestion, water shortages, flooding 
(aggravated by building on flood plains) and pressures on public 
services.  The UK is one of the most crowded countries in the 
world, with 255 people per square kilometre,1 greater than any 
other EU country apart from Belgium and the Netherlands, 
greater than China and far greater than other English-speaking 
countries. Debates on immigration have tended to polarise 
between two standpoints: the positive economic effect of 
introducing large numbers of mostly younger net contributors 
and the social problems arising from an unparalleled influx of 
people from different heritages, often with little or no command 
of English. This paper seeks instead to explore two other 
dimensions:

1)	 The demographic effect of rising population in an 
overcrowded country. Unlike wealth, land is largely a ‘zero sum’ 
game.

2)	 The fiscal effect of infrastructure costs which arise from 
those demographic effects. 

From the Nineteenth Century until the 1960s, governments of all 
shades in Britain recognised that over-crowding was a key driver 
of poverty and operated a de facto policy of population 
reduction. As far back as 1834, a clause in the new Poor Law 
assisted the emigration of those in need and the first 25,000 had 
left the country under this scheme by 1860.  The Unemployed 
Workmen’s Act 1905 accelerated this programme.

New towns were established in Southern England to reduce 
over-crowding in London and, after the First World War, state 
assistance for emigration greatly increased; with the Empire 
Settlement Act 1922, the coalition government substantially 
strengthened its support for emigration, as unemployment rose. 
By 1935, over 400,000 people had emigrated with passages, 
funded jointly by the UK and dominion governments. Becoming 
the Commonwealth Settlement Act in 1962, it did not expire until 
1972.   From the mid-seventies until the mid-nineties, population 
movements were broadly balanced. Immigration was enabled by 
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1 UN’s World Population Prospects, table 5 revised 28.06.2011



the shared citizenship of the Commonwealth but was not 
generally encouraged. (One important exception to this was the 
decision by 1960s Health Minister, Enoch Powell, to recruit 
Caribbean nurses.)

This changed completely under the term of the last Labour 
Government; for the first time, a rising population was seen to be 
a good thing, partially because of concerns about an ageing 
population. A five-fold expansion in the number of visas available 
to non-EU citizens and an open door to new EU citizens 
encouraged an unprecedented influx.  Between 1997 and 2009, 
2.2 million more people were recorded as coming to the UK than 
leaving. Official annual net migration figures peaked at 233,000 in 
2007 and have only modestly declined, to around 183,000 per 
annum, despite a range of Coalition measures.2 

Yet official figures are misleading. In 1994, the Government ended 
the embarkation controls for passengers travelling from many 
ports to the EU, covering two fifths of departing passengers. The 
remainder were removed in 1998 by the Labour government, 
claiming that they were “an inefficient use of resources and they 
contribute little to the integrity of the immigration control”. The 
stated aim was to replace them with a targeted, intelligence-led 
approach creating a ‘more efficient and effective control’. So, 
since then, outflows have been based only on surveys. As illegal 

overstayers avoid officialdom, the true inflows may be much 
higher.   

Various institutions, including the Bank of England, have 
suggested that official figures have lost track of how many people 
live in this country.3 ONS population projections have been 
revised upwards again and again over the past few years. In 
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ONS Long-Term International Migration Estimates 3 series (IPS calendar year), 
ONS Annual Abstract of Statistics

Figure 1 IPS estimates of long-term international migration in the 
UK, 1964-2011

 2 ONS Long-term International Migration Estimates, 2 series, (LTIM calendar year)
3 “According to the former member of the Monetary Policy Committee, Andrew Sentence, bank policymakers and staff are doubtful about the quality of the ONS’s output, in particular its GDP 

estimates.” Independent 26.10.11



2006, the Government Actuary’s Department figures suggested 
that, by 2051, the UK population would reach 69 million. The next 
year, the figure rose to 77 million, and in 2011 it was revised 
again, to 79 million by 2051.4  For the first time in our history a 
rapid growth in population had become a de facto government 
aim.

Interestingly, since 2004, when the largest leap in net arrivals 
occurred, EU nationals have accounted for under a third of total 
measured net migration on the part of non-British nationals. 

The benefits that many immigrants have brought are obvious – in 
fields as varied as entrepreneurship, broadcasting, culture and 
sport.  Some of the most revered and respected figures today 
were born far from our shores. There is also a widespread 
recognition that that many incomers work harder than indigenous 
Brits, often doing unpopular jobs. In a recent survey, 87 per cent 
agreed that ‘you do not have to be white to be British’.This paper 
seeks to shift the focus from individual immigrants to the wider 
question as to what impact our spiralling population is having, 
and will have, on our way of life. The first section of this paper 
addresses the impact of land shortages on housing and hence 
living standards. The second looks at the infrastructure penalty 

arising from population growth. The third examines some reasons 
to believe that, despite the welcome measures introduced by the 
current government, the inflow is likely to continue to remain 
unacceptably high, indeed worsen, without radical further 
changes.  A fourth section examines some of the counter 
arguments made by those arguing for continuing large-scale 
immigration.

This government has introduced some important steps to bring 
flows back closer to balance – net immigration has dropped by a 
third – and is phasing back embarkation controls, critical to 
monitor progress.  In a major speech last month the Prime 
Minister put a welcome emphasis on the need for further 
progress. Nevertheless this paper argues that the problem is far 
more severe than is widely recognised and will require more 
drastic action to head off severe social and economic 
consequences. 
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4 GAD figures, based on Principal projection forecasts, ONS. All figures rounded to the nearest million
5 www.mori.com/polls/2003/migration.shtml
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The Zero 
Sum Game



For many middle and lower income families in Britain, the single most 
critical issue is the shortage of housing, particularly in the Southeast, 
where land is at the highest premium.  Despite the most severe 
recession for nearly a century, house prices have not collapsed in the 
way they have in past recessions. Indeed between Q4 2006 and Q3 
2011, house prices in the US decreased by 19%, while those in the 
UK decreased by only 4% - (the apparent fall in the UK being 
exaggerated both by a sharp spike just before the recession and 
great regional variations.  Indeed the ratio of prices to incomes is still 
higher than in all previous years except some in the last decade (see 
Figure 2 below). Even in today’s depressed conditions, British house 
prices remain at around 7 times earnings - a colossal burden on 
families when compared with around 4.5 in the US and 5 in 
Germany.6 

 The Institute for Public Policy Research has estimated that an 
additional 750,000 homes will be needed by the year 20257 – even if 
house building were to increase by 25% over current levels (to about 
200,000 a year).  In 2006 Government figures projected that 31% of 
the additional households were due to net migration.  By 2009, 
figures were showing that net migration will account for around 44% 

of population growth for the period 2008-18.8  As with most 
discussion on the issue, the focus is on net migration figures in this 
calculation. This measures the difference between the number of 
immigrants arriving, and the number of emigrants leaving the country.  
This approach obscures the problem. It is more illuminating to look at 
gross migration figures in order to understand the true picture for two 
reasons.

First, before migration flows are taken into account, population trends 
among the indigenous population, including family breakdown and 
steadily increasing life expectancy, are already leading to increased 
demand for housing, currently around 90,000 extra households a 
year, according to ONS and, with greater car ownership, to more 
congestion. A Yougov poll for the Sunday Times showed that many 
cite congestion and overcrowding among the reasons for their 
decision to leave9.  In earlier eras, emigration was seen as the 
solution to over-crowding, not as a way of balancing immigration. 

The Zero Sum Game: Land and Population 
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6 Comparison put together from primary sources by House of Commons Library - there are some difficulties with achieving direct comparability especially in the case of Germany but the 

huge gap is unmistakable. 
7 IPPR report March 2011
8 ONS National population projections, 2208-based, 21.10.09
9 Yougov poll for the Sunday Times, December 2007



A second factor compounds that point; many emigrants are elderly, 
looking to spend their retirement abroad in the sun or with family 
members who have already gone.  By contrast, immigrants are 
overwhelmingly young, either bringing young families with them, or 
settling here with the prospect of starting a family in the future.10  
Given that cultural and religious factors contribute to immigrants often 
having more children than the average indigenous family, this expands 
the population faster, putting even more strain on housing stock and 
infrastructure, both in accommodating these larger families in the near 
future and in finding yet more housing as the families grow up and 
leave to establish their own households.  In the past, this problem has 
always eased in the second generation, as reproductive trends in 
immigrant families have tended quickly towards the local norm, but 
the growth, for the first time in this country, of substantial segregated 
communities undermines this - with important implications for 
population growth.11 

Increases in family size bring especial pressure to bear on stocks of 
social housing, almost all of which is built with small or average 
household sizes in mind.  Getting local authorities to build new 
housing stock – of any size –is a thorny issue which successive 
Governments have failed to overcome.  Under the last administration, 
house building fell to its lowest peacetime level since the 1920s and 
local authority housing waiting lists doubled. The Coalition 
Government has scrapped the previous Government’s recent 

proposals for planning and proposes to encourage building by 
rewarding councils through the New Homes Bonus, whilst at the same 
time trying to stop urban sprawl by maintaining the Green Belt and 
continuing to protect key resources such as national Parks, Areas of 
Outstanding Natural Beauty (AONB) and Grade 1 farmland.  

This is a brave effort to strike a difficult balance, but the tensions are 
worsening, especially in the South of England.  A recent report from 
the Environment Agency suggests that a staggering 5.2 million 
properties in England are at risk of flooding, i.e. one in every six12  – 
and as climate change accelerates, they are likely to suffer increased 
episodes of flooding. Yet the bulk of land designated as Area of 
Outstanding National Beauty (AONB) and National Parkland is above 
the flood plain and so – for good reason – protected.  Furthermore it is 
estimated that 75% of all immigrants settle in London and the 
Southeast13 – the area of the country that already suffers from the 
greatest shortage of land on which to build the housing needed.  In 
Kent for example, much of the land not in a protected category is in 
flood plains – so the consequences for heavy further building are 
serious indeed, a combination of even greater flood risks and further 
threat to protected countryside.

Land shortages have led to few new houses being built and the 
resultant shortage keeps house prices historically very high, even 
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10  Source: Eurostat (migr_pop1ctz)
11  Indeed the ethnic background of mothers is not a factor included in ONS projections on birth-rate.
12  http://publications.environment-agency.gov.uk/PDF/GEHO0609BQDS-E-E.pdf

13 ONS – Total International Migration time series 1992-2011 area of destination or origin in the UK
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though they have fallen in other parts of the country (though still by 
less than in many countries).  In the 1960s, the problem was 
addressed by high-rise tower blocks, maximising the number of 
households on a small footprint, but such developments have fallen 
out of favour with municipal planners, because of their ill effects on 
community cohesion. There are other, more imaginative, approaches, 
but there is a limit as to how many people can be comfortably 
accommodated in a given area.

High prices also mean that many families are burdened for much 
longer than ever before with heavy mortgages – so that adults have to 
work longer hours, and for more years, to service, and eventually pay 
off, their mortgages, as the ratio of house prices to earnings remains 
so high.

It is not just the mortgage sector that is hit.  As house prices remain 
high, the private rented sector has experienced unprecedented 
demand. In October 2011, a report from Shelter into the housing rental 
market painted a gloomy picture.14  According to this, over half (55%) 
of local authorities in England had a median private rent for a two 
bedroom home which costs more than 35% of median take home pay 
in that area, a level considered  to be unaffordable in previous studies. 
Unsurprisingly, the highest rents are found in London and areas which 
have good commuter links to London. In March 2012, Shelter 

published an update for London, which showed that, in 26 out of 32 
London boroughs there, a 2 bed property cost more than 35% of 
median take home pay there.

This simply cannot be sustainable in the long term. With social 
housing stocks so overstretched, families are forced to cut spending 
on essentials like food and heating or move away. These factors are 
often introduced into debates on the government’s legislation to curb 
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14 Shelter Private Rent Watch Report one: Analysis of local rent levels and affordability October 2011



the runaway cost of housing benefit. Surely it should be obvious that 
paying out around £20 billion in Housing Benefit, with some 
families receiving vastly more than the new cap of £26,000 per 
annum, was a very expensive way of tackling the symptom of a 
serious underlying problem – the explosion in population in a 
country with limited housing.15

Britons feel overworked and housing costs are the main driver. Setting 
out his vision for family life, David Cameron remarked: 

“... And for most people that includes a home of their own: not just any old home 
but a decent one: light and spacious, a place with a proper front door and room 
for the kids to play in. But the percentage of British people who own their home is 
going down... You hear people say: "why can't people just rent like in Europe?" or 
"there's nothing we can do because we don't have the money.”16

A major one-off international survey produced by the OECD in 200117, 
looking at coupled families with children under six years old, found 
that:

63% of UK families thought they “only just managed” on the 
household income. Only 23% thought themselves “well off”.

A higher proportion of Britons, compared to any other major EU 
nation, felt they were having to work longer than they wish.

Britain had the highest absolute level of mothers’ employment, apart 
from Benelux, Austria and Portugal. Yet, unlike many of our European 
neighbours, we no longer have a tradition of grandparents living with 
the family and rearing children while mothers work.

Ten years on, in 2011, the OECD announced that Britain is the only 
country whose people work harder than they did in the 1980s.18 Last 
year, a survey by training provider, Lifetime19, found that two thirds of 
workers do more than their contracted hours (40% work an extra five 
unpaid hours a week) and 14% work six days a week, taking only one 
day off.  Of those that do take a weekend, 63% feel that work worries 
affect their weekend. 

One effect of parents working such long hours is higher rates of family 
breakdown with knock-on effects for teenage pregnancies and crime. 
Several studies show that overwork and financial worries contribute 
heavily to stress on families. Of the fifteen ‘old EU’ members, Britain 
has the highest teenage pregnancy rate, the highest divorce rate and 
almost the highest illegitimacy rate. Furthermore, if people are – and 
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15 Communities and Local Government 2011-12 budget
16  David Cameron 5th October 2011 – Party Conference address
17  OECD 2001 survey entitled ‘Balancing Work and Family Life: Helping Parents Into Paid Employment’
18  OECD Forum on Tackling  Inequality  Paris, 2 May 2011 
19  Lifetime survey of 2,000 workers 03.01.2012



feel – overworked, they are surely less likely to engage in the kind of 
voluntary activity needed to rebuild our civic society. 

Overcrowding – and the housing shortages it brings – is a critical 
driver of the social breakdown which this government’s benefit 
reforms and vision of a Big Society aim to tackle. Every previous 
government from the early nineteenth century until the 1960s 
understood this. Yet the tensions of overcrowding are hardly 
discussed today - except in the narrow context of opposition to 
Housing Benefit reforms.  The objectors fail to realise that the 
reforms are simply exposing claimants to pressures bearing hard 
on the bulk of society.

At the other end of the financial scale, property purchase in the UK is 
independent of the immigration system.  Thus, in some of the most 
expensive streets in London, such as parts of Belgravia, the majority 
of houses never have a light on.  These investment properties often 
contribute nothing to the economy beyond council tax, yet tie up 
valuable land and assets.  This directly affects only certain segments 
of the market, mostly the top end and certain rural and coastal areas. 
Nevertheless, it contrasts sharply with the rules in Denmark, an almost 
equally overcrowded country, where even EU citizens who wish to 
purchase property must confirm that they will reside in it year round.  
Non-EU citizens must seek approval from the Danish Ministry of 

Justice before buying a property – and must also confirm an intention 
to live there permanently.
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Creaking 
infrastructure



No detailed study has ever been produced in the UK, as far as this 
author can determine, of the overall cost per capita of immigration on 
infrastructure. It is not only financial cost (often high) which is involved 
but also increasingly difficult trade offs between other factors 
including protection of countryside, quality of life, flooding risks and 
energy intensive solutions, which work against the government’s 
green agenda.

Water shortages/ sewage disposal:  Water supplies in many parts 
of the country are under strain both in terms of overall water 
resources and the public water supply – today the UK has less water 
per capita than either Spain and Portugal and, in the Thames Water 
region, water resources per capita are less than in Ethiopia or 
Sudan20.  If Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland are excluded (and 
pumping water long distances is both expensive and energy 
intensive), England now has one of the lowest rainfall per capita rates 
in the world.

Overall water demand is expected to rise significantly, due to both the 
population increase and rising standards of living which add to the 
number of water-dependent appliances per household.  At the same 

time, as household size reduces, water consumption per capita 
increases – average per capita consumption moves from 124 litres 
per person per day to 201 litres as household size falls from 6 to 1.21 
A report by the Campaign to Protect Rural England has estimated, for 
example, that the South East region could need some 5,400 million 
litres a day by 2025, at times when there would be only 4,400 million 
litres available.22

This demand means more water is abstracted from aquifers and 
rivers, leading to decreased flow in rivers.  This reduces the oxygen 
levels in the water, with often devastating impact on wildlife, 
landscape and amenities.

Attempts by water companies to tackle leakage rates have been 
patchy and expensive, and climate change is expected to exacerbate 
water stress in the region even further. Building a new reservoir is not 
only expensive; it also has controversial implications for the 
countryside, takes up precious land and any such resource would be 

Creaking infrastructure
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20  World Resources Institute 1999 FreshwaterResources and Withdrawals 1970–98. Washington DC: World Resources Institute
21   Managing Water Resources and Flood Risk in the South East, IPPR 2005.
22   CPRE 17.07.2008



energy intensive, as the main water source would have to come via 
pumping in times of plenty, i.e. mostly in winter.

Paradoxically, the risk of flooding is increasing side by side with 
water shortages because the rapid expansion of development on 
low lying areas over recent years has reduced the ability of those 
natural flood plains to absorb rising water levels. The risk of both 
flooding and water shortages increases as water flash floods into 
drains and then water courses, rather than being absorbed into 
the ground and recharging aquifers.

Sewage disposal is also a cause for concern. The problem of 
overloaded sewers is not confined to the South East.  In the North 
West of England, United Utilities is connecting around 12,000 new 
properties to its water network every year as the population rises. 
Manchester has a combined system for both surface water and 
sewage – a system which was not designed for current population 
levels.  Thus increasing volumes of surface water from rainfall and 
sewage from urban areas are placing a burden on existing wastewater 
treatment works.   At times when volume exceeds Manchester’s 
capacity – especially at times of heavy rainfall – untreated sewage is 
diverted into local watercourses through combined sewage overflows, 
polluting rivers in the North West River Basin District.23 

Schools: because immigrants from many countries tend to have more 
children than the indigenous population, for both cultural and religious 
reasons, their families put disproportionate strain on school places – 
particularly in primary schools.

London’s boroughs are predicting a shortfall in permanent school 
places of around 70,000 over the current Spending Review period.  
According to an open letter written by local London Authorities, the 
increase in primary age children requiring school places has become 
critical and it is beginning to impact on the capacity of secondary 
schools in some areas. Several factors are cited, such as population 
changes brought on by increased birth rates, the impact of the 
recession and the poor availability of housing24.

It is not just London – those Education Authorities experiencing the 
most pressure on school places are those in areas in which immigrant 
communities have grown the fastest.  Some of the Education 
Authorities reported as experiencing pressures on school places are 
shown in the table below – again pressures are not confined to the 
South East but distributed widely around urban areas of England:
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Table 125

LEA listed as having severe pressure on primary 
school places

NIM (Net International Migration) Rate 
2009 (%)

Nottingham 9.5
Manchester 8.6
Leicester 8.5
Slough 7.6
Bristol 7.4
Lewisham 4.7
Barking & Dagenham 4.6
Coventry 4.4

In addition to the shortage of places, teachers are faced with the 
problem of large numbers of children coming into the school with little, 
or even no, spoken or written English.  So schools have to allocate 
precious resources to bringing pupils’ language skills up to a standard 
where they can participate in school life effectively.

In the period 1998 to 2010, the proportion of children in primary 
schools in England for whom English was not the mother tongue 
doubled to 17.5%, one in six.  In Inner London native English speaking 
children are already in a minority – in 2012, 55% of all primary school 
pupils there did not have English as their first language.  In Outer 
London the proportion of pupils without English as a mother tongue 
almost doubled from 22% in 1998 to 42% in 2012.26 

This impacts in several obvious ways. First, a lack of language skills is 
socially divisive – how can a child grow to be a good citizen in a 
country whose language he or she has not mastered? Second it is 
expensive to deal with. Third, it is difficult to underestimate the 
resentment felt by parents who see their children’s education ruined in 
a classroom full of children with English language difficulties.  Former 
Labour Immigration Minister, Phil Woolas has commented that his son 
attended a school where more than 25 languages were spoken, 
including Arabic, Bengali, Farsi, Mandarin, Polish, Portuguese and 
Urdu. Commenting “My children have suffered”, he said and revealed 
that specialist language teachers had to be brought in to help children 
catch up; the influx had put local communities and services under 
strain: 27

Transport: A recent study compared UK drivers to drivers in Belgium, 
France, Germany, Luxembourg and the Netherlands28.  U.K. drivers 
spend more time in traffic than drivers in any of the other countries in 
the survey and London ranks second after Paris as the most traffic 
clogged city.

 
The fallout from this traffic congestion hits the UK economy hard on 
several different levels. With petrol prices at record highs and severe 
traffic congestion on average 35 hours a week across the country's 25 
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worst bottlenecks, traffic has a major impact on consumers, the U.K. 
economy and the environment.  

Attempts to control congestion, through congestion charges, rising 
fuel duty and strict parking controls are showing some signs of 
progress in temporarily restraining congestion, especially during this 
period of economic weakness. It is surely obvious however that they 
are desperate measures and a brake on commerce. Without an end to 
population growth, such arrangements are papering over the cracks.

Britain’s railways are under pressure too, carrying record numbers of 
passengers as above-inflation fare increases and economic 
uncertainty fail to dampen demand for train travel.  There were more 
than 360 million passenger journeys made in the second quarter of 
2012, representing a 4.9% increase on the previous year29.

The House of Commons Public Accounts Committee warned in 
November 2010 that the Government and rail industry are likely to fail 
to provide the extra seats needed to keep up with soaring demand for 
rail travel.  It found that the plight of commuters is particularly bad, 
with the rail industry on course to deliver less than  25,500 of the extra 
38,000 seats that are needed to prevent overcrowding deteriorating 
further by March 2014 – a shortfall of around a third30. 

The UK has a thriving aviation industry, but the overcrowding on our 
South Eastern airports, the main long haul ones, is a severe problem, 
which frequently makes the news.  What is less well known is the 
extent to which the overcrowding is driven by population migration. A 
recent survey by the management of Heathrow showed that a 
staggering 34% of all flights through the airport were neither business 
nor recreation but instead in the third – and fastest growing – 
category: visits to family and friends31. This is a higher figure than any 
other hub airport in Europe and reflects both high levels of immigration 
and emigration, as incomers fly off to visit relatives in the Indian sub-
continent and indigenous people visit those who have left for Sydney 
and Toronto. Both immigration and emigration drive up aviation 
requirements. 

Smaller regional airports could alleviate some of the strain on the main 
international airports, but the hub-based model which dominates 
aviation economics means that most of the long-haul growth, under 
that model, would be via connections to continental competitor hubs, 
expensive for consumers, bad for our aviation industry and, with 
increased miles flown, bad for carbon use. Ironically, the most 
imaginative solution to all of this – a Thames estuary-based airport – 
runs smack into other interlocking infrastructure problems we have 
discussed. Such a scheme would mean moving tens of thousands of 
jobs to North Kent, in the face of building land shortages, water 
shortages, flooding risks and congestion.
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Health: The NHS is one of the main focuses of stress when areas 
become overpopulated.  The number of arrivals from overseas 
registering with a GP has increased dramatically, with little of this 
growth being accounted for by British nationals returning to the UK. 32

One of the specialties hardest hit has been midwifery, as birth rates 
have risen most sharply in areas where numbers of immigrants are 
high.  In 2008, the NHS spent £350m providing maternity services for 
foreign-born mothers, £200m more than a decade ago (BBC report).  
When Labour came to power in 1997, one baby in eight was born to a 
foreign mother.  That has now risen to one in four.  

In one NHS hospital, just one baby in five has a British mother, a 
Freedom of Information Act request revealed.  Births at Ealing Hospital 
in West London have increased by 500 a year since 2006 and of the 
3,289 children born there in the 2010, 2,655 were to foreign national 
mothers.33
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The Promised 
Land in the 
Seven Lean 
Years



In 2012, The Sunday Times ran an alarming piece on its front page34.  
It described how migrants, mainly from Afghanistan, Africa and 
Pakistan, arrive in Greece in their thousands every year, in transit to 
other EU countries – and especially Britain.  

Once in Greece, they wait for a people trafficker to find an identity 
document on which they can legitimately travel.  These are original, 
genuine identity documents, whose owners (usually French, Belgian 
or German) make money out of renting them to illegal migrants.  If 
challenged, they simply claim that the document has been stolen.

After successful entry to Britain, the migrant can either return the 
document, for re-use by the next person who has the good luck to 
resemble the photograph on it.  Or, for an extra fee, they can pay to 
keep it, which gives them automatic access to UK benefits, without 
having to make a claim for asylum. 

The question is; why are so many set on coming to Britain?  
Assuming that some of them are genuine asylum seekers, why do 
they not claim asylum in the first safe country that they get to?  This 
is, after all, what they are supposed to do under the terms of the 
Dublin II regulations.   

The answer is that Greece offers them neither accommodation nor 
benefits, whereas asylum seekers in Britain receive accommodation 
and a weekly allowance of about £35 as they wait for a decision on 
their case.  Once granted refugee status, or leave to remain, they can 
claim welfare benefits and/or work and apply for council 
accommodation, if they have one or more dependent children.  As 
they will be homeless, they take priority over local people on waiting 
lists.  Add in the high quality free healthcare available and it is easy to 
see why Britain is one of the top destinations.

In addition, immigrants reaching Britain cannot be sent back to 
Greece if they make an asylum claim, following the European Court of 
Human Right’s ruling that the Greek asylum system is so flawed that 

The Promised Land in the Seven Lean Years

20

34  Sunday Times 08.01.12



the human rights of immigrants cannot be guaranteed if they are 
returned there35.

Under normal circumstances, with the country still in the grip of 
recession, a fall in the number of immigrants to Britain – both legal and 
illegal – would be expected.  The so-called ‘buffer theory’ holds that 
(legal) migrant workers will return home when the economy of their 
host country shrinks.36  Yet migration figures show only modest signs 
of a downturn.  

There are several reasons for this.  First, some occupations come to 
be seen as migrant jobs and are shunned by the indigenous 
population.

These were not always the jobs lost during the downturn. Second is 
the self-feeding process of migration which leads very often to family 
settlement. Most important, however, is the bald fact that Third World 
migrants are likely to be much worse off if they return to their own 
countries.  Many migrants from outside the EU come from countries 
such as Pakistan, Bangladesh and parts of Africa, where extreme 
poverty exists and there is no welfare state.  The gap between the 
GDP of these countries and that of the UK makes the UK attractive 
compared with a return home, whatever the economic conditions 
here.

At the same time, however bad things are in Britain – with prices rising 
and wages stagnant – circumstances in many other European 
countries (and those in the south and south east of Europe, in 
particular) are worse too.  Those from the A8 countries, who might 
have been expected to leave as jobs dry up here, see that job 
prospects in their home countries are even worse – and most of the 
A8 offer little in the way of welfare, unlike Britain where benefits are 
generous.  As a result, although some A8 citizens will return home, 
many will remain in the UK37.

When it comes to illegal immigrants it is, of course, much harder to pin 
down the numbers.  A review of the number of persons in the UK 
illegally, undertaken for Boris Johnson the Mayor of London in 2010, 
came up with an estimate of 725,000.  This includes illegal entrants, 
overstayers, failed asylum seekers and children of all these groups.  It 
suggested there may be half a million in London alone.38

Collecting accurate data on population numbers is, however, fraught 
with difficulty.  In March 2011 Hackney commissioned a count of the 
borough’s population, using local administrative data, such as council 
tax records and GP registers.39  The Council had found in the past that 
Census survey techniques – which rely to some extent on self 
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reporting – had elicited a poor response in the borough leading to an 
undercount of the population.  

The result of the study was an estimated population of 237,646  – over 
18,000 higher than the ONS 2010 mid-year estimate, and 3,400 
persons higher than the GLA’s estimate for the same year.

There is a further critical issue, however, which has barely been 
discussed. What happens to European population movements if 
the crisis in the Eurozone deepens? It now appears that European 
political leaders, in both wealthier and struggling Eurozone countries, 
share a very strong commitment to prevent a breakup of the currency 
zone - but Germany has been demanding a price in fiscal austerity 
unprecedented in post-World War 2 economic history. With output 
shrinking and youth unemployment already past the 50% mark in 
Spain and Greece, several new trends seem likely, all of them bad for 
the UK. 

First, the movement of illegals from Greece identified by the Sunday 
Times is likely to be the tip of the iceberg, as non-EU citizens all over 
the Southern Europe find they can no longer work, but have little or no 
access to benefits.  As long as they can reach the UK, our 
cumbersome and dysfunctional immigration tribunal system makes it 

unlikely that they will be deported – if they are even identified. Yet 
making the short journey remains easy for those who are determined. 
False passports are only one option. Flying in via Eire, where 
immigration controls are slack is another option, as is use of the 
favoured route of the 1970s and 1980s – the boat. In every case, even 
if the authorities detect the individual, it is a long, expensive process 
to bring them to court. A creaking system dominated by Human Rights 
legislation (principally, Article 8, the Right to Family Life) simply leads 
to a long expensive process and only a handful ever get deported. For 
example, of those who have been refused asylum during 2004-11 (the 
last seven years for which figures are available) only 38% are believed 
to have left the country by May 201240. Yet only a small proportion of 
illegals ever get taken to court in the first place.

This raises wider issues. Theresa May remarked in a recent article on 
the application of Article 8 to criminals:

As a justification for ignoring the new rules, one immigration judge recently stated 
that 'the procedure adopted in relation to the introduction of the new rules 
provided a weak form of Parliamentary scrutiny. 

Parliament has not altered the legal duty of the judge determining appeals to 
decide on proportionality for him or herself'.

Just think for a moment what this judge is claiming. He is asserting that he can 
ignore the unanimous adoption by the Commons of new immigration rules on the 
grounds that he thinks this is a 'weak form of parliamentary scrutiny'. 
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I find it difficult to see how that can be squared with the central idea of our 
constitution, which is that Parliament makes the law, and judges interpret what 
that law is and make sure the executive complies with it.41 

The point goes well beyond criminals – the courts are simply unwilling 
to deport people if, during their stay, they have fathered or mothered 
children.

Secondly, there is the threat of large-scale movements of EU citizens, 
especially young people.  For how long does a young man or woman 
sit about in a country with youth unemployment over 50% when a 
cheap flight to the UK offers a better chance of a job? This point is 
compounded by the UK benefit system.  In theory EU citizens need to 
have been here with a legal right to reside for a continuous period of 
five years in order to access benefits – and they must have been in 
‘genuine and effective’ work.  What constitutes work is a moot point.  
Once again the attitudes of the courts make enforcing any system 
unworkable to do with population movements extremely difficult. On a 
recent judgement, a Romanian selling copies of the Big Issue on the 
street was deemed to be self-employed and thus qualified for many 
thousands of pounds worth of benefits42.  More important, the 
European Commission has concluded that the ‘right to reside’ test is 
discriminatory and contrary to EU law.43 This has yet to be decided by 
the European Court of Justice. Ministers are struggling to review our 

over-generous welfare arrangements for incomers but the courts seem 
unlikely to endorse their work, especially while Human Rights 
legislation remains in force.

Third is the position of students. Alone of EU countries we offer loans 
to students, including EU students. This will become especially 
attractive to those in Southern Europe where there is little economic 
hope. Afterwards, if they can get a job back at home, many will go 
back - and in many cases not repay the loan. (Around one fifth of EU 
graduates from British universities fail to repay these – a figure likely to 
rise, given worsening economic pressures44.  Indeed, many are known 
to have left Britain without providing any details of their income or 
repayments.) If, more likely given the slump in Southern Europe, they 
cannot find jobs at home, they will be well-placed to apply for benefits 
here. (Students are examined in more detail in Section 4 below)

The supreme irony is that, now we at last have a government 
which is committed to cutting immigration – in contrast to 
Labour’s years of an almost open borders policy – circumstances 
in other parts of the EU and beyond are making immigration to the 
UK  (both legal and illegal) harder to curtail – and the courts make 
sanctions, from deportation to benefit withdrawal, unenforcable.

23

41  Mail on Sunday, 17th February 2013
42  Judge Mark Rowland written judgement January 10 2012
43   EEA nationals: the ‘right to reside’ requirement for benefits
44  David Willetts PQ response to Esther McVey March 2011



“Good 
immigration, not 
mass 
immigration”?



As Damian Green, the former Immigration Minister, put it:

“The real question … is…how can Britain benefit most from immigration? What 
controls do we need to maximise those benefits and minimise the strains?46 

The last Labour Government maintained that immigration was good 
for Britain and the British economy as a whole, since immigrants 
boosted GDP.  This is a gross over-simplification.

Overall, it is true that immigrants, on balance, pay more in tax than 
they receive in benefits or consume in ‘personal’ public services, but 
this section will show that this reflects the arithmetic that the amount 
paid by a few highly skilled immigrants, principally from North 
America, Japan and the ‘old’ EU, balances the costs of many lower 
down the scale.   

A study evaluating the fiscal impact of immigration from the A8 
countries (those which joined the EU in 2004 and which did not 
already enjoy right of entry to the UK) found that in the four fiscal 

years after 2004, A8 migrants made a positive contribution to public 
finances.47). While A8 migrants work mostly in the lower wage sector, 
they tend to have high labour force participation rates and 
employment rates, a fact which offsets the impact of their lower 
wages. Yet figures from the Home Office, published in 2011, showed 
the enormous growth in A8 applications for tax-funded, income-
related benefits.  In 2004 just 555 A8 workers applied for Jobseeker’s 
Allowance.  The numbers then jump rapidly year on year to 19,000 in 
2009.48

There are, of course, important sectors which lobby strongly for 
immigration.  Many businesses have benefited from the arrival of large 
numbers of people willing to work, since they provided a source of 
cheap and flexible labour.  Business leaders argue that clamping 
down on immigration will be detrimental to economic development. 
Indeed the much-discussed Beecroft report argues that employers 
should be released from their (already weakly enforced) obligations to 
verify that employees are entitled to work here. Nevertheless the fact 
remains that only a small proportion of immigrants with valued skills 
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have come in during the surge of the last few years.  The majority of 
incomers over the past decade have been the low skilled workers 
encouraged to come here by the last Government.  Table 2 below is 
revealing because three of the five highest source countries of long 
term immigrants, during the last full year of the Labour government, 
were from those whose settled ethnic groups have well above average 
unemployment rates: Pakistan, Bangladesh and Nigeria. 

Table 2 

Top five non-EU nationalities settling in 2009 by route of entry49

Nationality Number granted 
settlement

Dominant entry clearance 
route

% granted via 
dominant entry 
clearance route

Indian 37,390 Work (leading to settlement) 55%
Pakistani 22,180 Family 60%
Filipino 9,970 Work (leading to settlement) 59%
Nigerian 9,730 Settlement 42%
Bangladeshi 8,510 Family 55%

Indeed the ONS data show that incomers have substantially higher 
rates of unemployment than UK citizens; figures from the ONS show 

that the unemployment rate for 16-64 year olds in July-September 
was50:

8.1% for UK nationals

9.5% for non-UK nationals 

So under this measure, the unemployment rate among non-UK 
nationals was 17% higher than for UK nationals. Alternatively by 
country of birth, the unemployment rates were:

8.1% for people born in the UK

9.3% for people born outside the UK

This illustrates the fallacy of measuring economic impact by averages; 
the positive economic impact of some high skilled people at the top is 
concealing the negative impact of many at the bottom. 

A survey in the Hackney Borough of London in 2011 broke down 
the percentage of those on benefits and in social housing by 
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nationality.  The results are interesting.  While amongst the 
indigenous population, 35.6 % were on benefits and 45.2% lived in 
social housing, these numbers were much higher for incomers, 
with for example, over three quarters of Bangladeshis, Somalis, 
Turks and Congolese on benefits51.

Table 3.

Country 0-19 20-64 65+ age NA total % on 
benefits 

% living 
in social 
housing 

White British 13,694 46,958 7,812 7,284 75,748 35.6 45.2 
Black Caribbean 5,034 8,730 1,508 914 16,186 50.4 70.6 
Turkish 3,956 6,858 412 271 11,497 81.9 81.7 
Indian 2,490 4,389 434 374 7,687 53.5 49.2 
Nigerian 3,137 3,788 283 203 7,411 39.1 85.1 
Bangladeshi 2,314 2,852 256 160 5,583 75.7 74.8 
Pakistani 997 1,987 233 167 3,384 60.9 58.2 
Ghanaian 1,412 1,576 91 81 3,161 43.7 86.1 
Chinese 463 1,488 128 187 2,266 47.5 58.4 
Somali 1,050 1,005 105 53 2,213 79.3 78.6 
White - Irish 391 1,073 177 136 1,778 38.9 51.9 
Kurdish 621 1,027 51 42 1,741 85.6 83.6 
Vietnamese 510 899 66 41 1,515 77.2 83.8 
Congolese 707 303 5 10 1,025 80.7 87.2 
Sierra Leone 290 290 17 13 609 47.8 87.3 
Greek 87 309 90 49 537 57.9 63.6 
Afghan 186 198 14 15 414 67.5 71.4 
Albanian 196 167 6 6 375 74.5 87.3 
Traveller of Irish Heritage 162 178 18 12 370 76.9 78.7 
Portuguese 49 190 14 25 278 43.7 54.6 
Angolan 170 101 4 4 278 73.2 90.4 
Gypsy / Roma 65 143 9 26 243 51.9 45.4 
Filipino 32 121 11 19 183 31.3 46.9 
Kosovo 34 99 5 7 145 69.1 69.1 
Sri Lanka 15 94 11 15 135 31.6 49.6 
Korean 11 82 5 17 115 27.1 44.0 
All Hackney 64,442 139,471 16,760 16,973 237,646 46.3 56.2 

Lower paid and unemployed immigrants  – who together make up the 
bulk of non-EU migrants – are expensive. Intriguingly, a National 
Academy of Sciences report commissioned by the US Government, 
concluded that, in the US, an average adult Mexican immigrant with 
less than a high school education will cost American taxpayers 
$89,00052. Given that the welfare state in Britain is far more generous 
than in the US and housing costs are higher, it is likely the subsidies 
required by poorer immigrants from the Third World are greater here. 
The capital costs set out in earlier chapters, in terms of infrastructure, 
have largely been left out of the equation in both the UK and US 
analysis. 

While the direct economic benefits to the UK from the arrival of some 
of these groups can be questioned in this way, the indirect impact of 
overcrowding is undeniable but ignored in surveys like those 
described above.  Yet overcrowding in turn holds back economic 
growth, reduces quality of life and puts heavy pressure on government 
spending via infrastructure costs.   

Furthermore, the Migration Advisory Committee has found two 
unsatisfactory trends on employment53: first, the committee estimates 
‘an extra 100 non-EU migrants are initially associated with 23 fewer 
native people employed’.  (Non-EU migrants have been around two 
thirds of the total.) This suggests that 160,000 British workers had 
missed out on jobs over the past 5 years. Second, the MAC found 
that, although availability of migrants had a positive effect on earnings 
at the top end of the scale, it had a depressing effect on the wages of 
the less well off. 
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Even Ed Miliband acknowledged this in a recent speech, although, 
perhaps for reasons of political correctness he confined his remarks to 
EU, rather than the larger-scale non-EU, migration. "We've got to look 
at the interaction of migration with, for example, flexible labour 
markets, because when you have the interaction of Eastern European 
migration and flexible labour markets there was pressure created on 
people's wages."54 Yet it is the less well off British workers who are 
already being hammered most with spiralling accommodation costs – 
and suffer the worst problems in public services.

Students

Engagement of young people from overseas in our university system 
produces three key benefits:

Overseas students are crucial to universities and colleges, which can 
usually charge much higher fees to overseas students than domestic 
and EU ones.  So it is understandable that higher educational 
establishments are among the most vocal in opposing immigration 
caps – particularly since they are threatened with a drop in domestic 
applications following the steep rise in student fees. Universities are a 
priceless asset to Britain and need overseas business to prosper. 
Such business was worth around £8 billion in 2010 and could, 
universities believe, expand further with fewer restrictions.

There is an obvious wider benefit to the UK as a whole, from people 
going back to their home countries, perhaps to reach the top in their 
country’s political system or business, taking with them a positive view 
of the UK and a network of contacts here. At a time when we are 
committed to aiding less developed countries to raise their game, this 
is also an important part of building the human capital they need.

Some of the ‘brightest and best’ choose to work here.

Unfortunately, this is not the whole story; Britain is caught in a triangle, 
in which three contrasting objectives, those of student recruitment, 
immigration control and human rights, are in tension; indeed all three 
cannot be met in full.

The overriding statistic which sets the context is that student inflow 
now accounts for three fifths of all non-EU immigration. By 2010, 
the number of student visas issued had risen to 288,000, swelling to 
over 320,000 once their dependents are taken into account.  Yet, 
controlling immigration means controlling non-EU immigration for 
three major reasons: first it has historically been around two thirds of 
the total. Second we cannot legally restrict EU inflow (other than from 
future new members) without a major renegotiation – or leaving the 
Union. Thirdly, anyway, EU arrivals are far more likely to depart again 
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as part of a process of normal exchange than those from poor Third 
World countries, who account for much of the non-EU total. 

Does this matter? We think of students coming to the UK for a period 
of three years or so to do a course, but, according to a Home Office 
report published in September 2010 more than a fifth of the 186,000 
granted student visas in 2004 were believed to be still here after five 
years.55  As this was a purely paper exercise, it took no account of any 
staying on illegally. Some had brought dependents too. More recently, 
a National Audit Office report found that the UK Border Agency had 
implemented Tier 4 (the new student visa regime) “with flaws which 
were predictable and could have been avoided” and that the Agency 
had not dealt efficiently and effectively with overstayers and students 
in breach of the rules.56  It estimated that between 40,000 and 50,000 
people entered the UK in the first year of Tier 4 (2009/10), with the 
intention of working rather than studying. The same report comments:

‘The Agency has taken little action to prevent and detect students overstaying or working in 

breach of their visa conditions. The Agency regards students as low priority compared to 

illegal immigrants and failed asylum seekers, and has no measures or targets for combating 

overstaying and students working illegally... It has been slow to withdraw students’ leave to 

remain in the UK, where it has cause to do so. This has meant that enforcement teams have, 

in many cases, been unable to arrest students found working and not attending college... 

‘(Also on students) The Agency currently does little to ensure that people whose visa 

extension requests it refuses leave the UK. The Agency is not as efficient and effective in 

tracing people as it could be. 

‘The Agency introduced new controls in 2011 that are likely to reduce the number 
of problem students and educational institutions. It will not be possible to 
determine the future value for money of the Points Based System for students, 
unless the Agency establishes ways to measure its success in tackling abuse, 
including dealing with overstaying...’

Clearly some progress in visas is being made, and further reform of 
UKBA and its operation is needed but, realistically, there is a limit to 
what it can do. In a country where there are hundreds of thousands of 
illegal immigrants in circulation, how is UKBA to find students who 
simply disappear – whether on arrival or later? At the earlier stage, 
how, even in principle, can the Border Agency tell whether or not an 
application is being made to circumvent immigration controls? 
Welcome stricter checks on English and academic ability are being 
introduced (see below) but, beyond that any individual who can raise 
the fees for a first year (or even in some institutions the first term) can 
expect to find a place somewhere from an institution seeking 
profitable business.
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In fact, large numbers of students use the student route to achieve 
settlement.  The Home Office report cited above found that 13% of 
those accepted for settlement had arrived with student visas despite 
the fact that controls over some other categories, including unskilled 
work, had virtually broken down, so there was less incentive – at that 
stage – for those seeking to settle here to target the student route. 
How many stayed illegally is hard to estimate. Indeed, until 
embarkation controls are restored, as in other categories of migration, 
it is impossible to get accurate information outside surveys.  What we 
do know, is that between February 2010 and October 2011 a 
staggering 62,000 notifications were sent by sponsoring colleges to 
the UK Border Agency, alerting them to the fact that students were not 
attending college57. This, incidentally, gives the lie to the idea that the 
problem is confined to bogus colleges operating on the fringes of the 
Law. These were responsible law-abiding institutions. 
 
Only around half of students are here to study at degree level or 
above.  The rest attend private colleges, language schools and other 
FE institutions.  As Damian Green, the last Immigration Minister has 
pointed out, ‘these may, or may not, be the brightest and the best’58.  
In the recent past, immigration rules did not take enough account of 
nationality in deciding on student entry because of fears of judicial 
review by the courts, on grounds of discrimination.  A range of Middle 
and Far Eastern countries have a long history of sending young people 
here to learn English, with only tiny risk of immigration abuses. These 
courses are important for building links with those countries for trade, 
and indeed to attract people to undergraduate courses. Yet such 

applicants were treated in the same way as those from areas which 
produce large numbers of immigration overstayers. The result is a 
regime which is both burdensome and costly – for applicants and 
institutions for the former group, yet still subject to serious abuse by 
the latter.  

When the Home Office found that thousands of Pakistani student visa 
applicants could not speak English, despite claiming they had good 
English skills, it piloted a new system.  Applicants are now required to 
have a face-to-face interview with an immigration official before a visa 
is granted.   This scheme has raised the rejection rate from 20% to 
43% and the pilot programme has been extended to 14 other 
countries including India, China, Bangladesh, Egypt, Sri Lanka and 
Nigeria. This is clearly a step forward but, in practice, most graduates 
from developing countries have a better prospect of working (or 
claiming illegally) than they do if they go home, so it is inevitable that 
many will wish to stay. Until recently, they were allowed to do so for up 
to two years, irrespective of employment status. The government has 
now tightened the law, saying that non-EU graduates, without an 
immediate job offer for well-paid work, should go home. This is an 
improvement in principle but implementing it will be difficult for two 
obvious reasons:
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(1) How are those who drop out to be found? The resource 
consequences for UKBA of trying to police the whole university 
sector are very large – and the universities themselves are not 
offering to take it on.

(2) If they are found, deporting them involves a long, expensive 
and by no means always successful, court process. One route to 
delay deportation is to try to claim asylum. Another is to make 
an Article 8 application, ie claim a right to family life.  Fathering a 
baby, for example, is usually enough for a successful Article 8 
application. 

There is a wider issue. Owing to the economic situation, there has 
been a huge growth in the number of unemployed UK graduates, 
including 130,000 (9%) of those who have graduated in the last six 
years alone. Is it really fair on UK citizens studying at university and 
accumulating heavy debts that employers should be able to choose 
from a larger pool, where the overseas students have no specialist 
skill, the UK candidate lacks? 

It is not only unfair to the UK graduate who misses out; the 
prospective employer’s interests are not congruent with those of the 
UK as a whole, as the employer does not (directly) have to pick up the 
cost of supporting the displaced UK graduate on benefit. Yet many 

employers are currently arguing for the need to cut taxation and the 
hence government spending which has to cover this.

The considerations of impact on population growth, at a time of 
extreme housing shortages, strain on infrastructure etc. do not enter 
the prospective employer’s calculations either but should be important 
to any government. 

A different position in our English-speaking competitor countries

Universities UK, in their submissions, stress the liberal arrangements 
in the US, Canada and Australia, who compete with us for English-
speaking students. There is however one overwhelming difference 
between their situation and ours – they have a tiny fraction of our 
population density (ranging from 15% in the US to under 3% in 
Australia), in fact Australia and Canada have traditionally wanted to 
grow their population, while population growth is one of the greatest 
threats to quality of life in the UK, with its impact on housing 
shortages, infrastructure overloading and extreme tensions on 
planning. 

Furthermore, if for any reason the state wants to deport someone 
breaking the rules, the courts in the US and Australia, are much more 
supportive of enforcing local immigration law than UK judges working 
with the Human Rights Act.

31



There is one other aspect worth a brief examination. An assumption 
made by both universities and their supporters in business is that 
graduates are always people we wish to attract and who will be 
valuable citizens. Many are and go on to make a big contribution here. 
Nevertheless overseas students also cause a disproportionate boost 
to population pressures both because of their youthful age profile and 
because they will, in many cases, expect to bring in spouses and 
partners (and in some cases children) from abroad. 

There is a darker side too, however. Universities UK lobbied vocally 
against the very modest measures the last Labour government sought 
university authorities’ help with, in combating the problems of 
subversion by Islamist groups and others on campuses59. While there 
are few hard statistics, there is growing anecdotal evidence that some 
campuses have acquired hard-line Islamic groupings fed by a mixed 
input of second generation Britons and students from abroad. To take 
two examples, one of the Glasgow bombers was studying for a PhD at 
Anglia Ruskin University, while Brighton Polytechnic, where Abu Hanza 
came to study, is now a university. According to Professor Anthony 
Glees, Director of the Centre for Security and Intelligence studies at 
Buckingham University, some 48 of Britain's 132 universities have 
been infiltrated by militant jihadists, including some in the Russell 
Group.

 
 

There can be no meaningful measure of progress (or otherwise) 
on immigration control if students are excluded from the targets. 
Indeed, we need to remove the automatic assumption that graduates 
can remain if they have secured work here, if they are taking jobs 
which UK citizens are qualified for. 

A wider point is that, as long as our courts remain dominated by 
Human Rights legislation, the UKBA has to work on the assumption 
that anyone coming to this country from a poor Third World country 
may choose to stay and become difficult to deport – if they are even 
found. This point profoundly affects several other areas of immigration 
control, to the exasperation of businesses and families seeking visitor 
visas alike. Sadly, as long as the British courts are dominated by 
Human Rights Law, a choice has to be made between allowing in 
more students from poorer countries, adopting a more generous 
attitude to family visits and a range of business opportunities, on the 
one hand, and restoring effective immigration controls to curb 
population growth, on the other. In this author’s view, reform of human 
rights law is long overdue.
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Prisoners

Another sector of the population which is not falling is the number of 
foreign nationals currently serving sentences in our prisons.  The 
foreign national prisoner population when Labour took office was 
4,259.60  By the time of the last general election, this had risen to over 
11,000.  The numbers have since remained stable, although they still 
account for a shocking 13% of the prison population.61  

The Home Secretary has expressed her wish to deport a much greater 
proportion of these on completion of sentence and some progress is 
being made on this, since deportation action on foreign national 
prisoners now starts eighteen months before the end of their 
sentence. 

The courts, however, continue to frustrate the Government through 
their interpretation of Article 8 of the Human Rights Act.   About one in 
three of the appeals lodged by foreign prisoners against their 
deportation succeeded in the 12 months to February last year62.  The 
government has issued new guidelines to judges about the application 
of Article 8 to foreign criminals. This is a welcome move but they are 
only guidelines and they only apply to serious criminals – not to the 
much larger number of people who have come here or overstayed 
illegally. The Home secretary has now made a welcome commitment 

to legislate on this but getting it through both Houses of Parliament 
may prove testing. 

There is, in addition, the problem of travel documents.  Securing valid 
travel documentation for a foreign offender varies from country to 
country, with some countries very reluctant to take back a serious 
offender – if it is even clear from which country they originated. Non-
compliance by prisoners is common, through adoption of a false 
identity, swapping nationality or refusing to engage with the UK Border 
Agency or with embassies. It is estimated that this is a significant 
issue in around 60% of long term detained foreign national prisoners.63

Where they cannot be deported, foreign nationals considered to be 
dangerous are held post-sentence in prison as well as in post-
sentence removal centres, increasing the financial burden on the UK 
taxpayer.
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For a century and a half, from the 1830s to the early 1970s, 
population growth and overcrowding were seen as key drivers of 
poverty and Britain had net emigration. Today, with the flow reversed, 
our population is soaring. In just eight years the ONS has revised its 
projections from under 67 million in 2050 to over 73 million by 2027, a 
generation earlier. Despite some vigorous government action to 
reverse the previous government’s policy, net inflows remain at 
around 200,000 per year and measuring the net figure is misleading. It 
is the difference between over half a million incomers, mostly young 
and often from countries with high birth rates, whereas many of the 
emigrants who nominally ‘offset’ some of them are elderly people, 
retiring abroad.

Whatever the economic arguments, the impact of this demographic 
growth is hurting Working England. Housing shortages are hitting 
across the economic spectrum. Families face house prices averaging 
a staggering seven times earnings, even during this time of economic 
austerity. Many lower income people face impossible rent burdens; 
more than half of all boroughs in England have a median private rent 
for a two bedroom home which costs more than 35% of median take 

home pay in that area. Growing numbers of people commute ever-
increasing distances on overcrowded transport to ease the mortgage 
and rent burdens. The OECD announced last year that Britain is the 
only country in the developed World whose people work harder than 
they did in the 1980s. They need to, in order to pay housing and – 
increasingly – travel to work costs.

People know that Labour’s open door immigration policy has left us 
with huge housing shortages – but we face colossal problems in 
building in this overcrowded country. We rightly wish to preserve 
protected countryside. Yet most of that is in uplands, forcing much of 
the building onto low lying land, when a sixth of UK houses already 
face a flood risk. 

Working longer hours than those abroad, and carrying higher levels of 
debt, people at all income levels, from poor to upper middle, struggle 
to meet their commitments and are seeing their standard of living 
being eroded year on year. Many are fed up with the ruin of their 
children’s education – as a former Labour minister has acknowledged 

Conclusions
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– as schools take on a high proportion of children who speak little 
English. What they may not be able to see, but is nonetheless true, is 
that the infrastructure in large parts of the country is overloaded. 
Water shortages show a worrying trend, underlying this year’s 
particular problems. Services, from hospitals, to sewers to airports 
and prisons are increasingly unable to cope with the strains that a 
growing population is imposing on them.  The solutions  (new airport 
runways, reservoirs, roads and railway lines) often compete with 
housing, for precious land. They also place a crushing further burden 
on the public purse and hence the shoulders of families already 
crippled by housing costs. 

Despite the value so many individual  immigrants have brought to this 
country, and indeed many extremely high performing individuals, the 
blunt economic fact is that the average unemployment rate across the 
most recent generation of incomers is substantially higher than that of 
the existing population and this burden is over and above the cost of 
British citizens displaced from jobs. Although there have been many 
valuable individuals and categories of immigrants ranging from Indian 
software experts to huge numbers of nurses (whose plundering from 
Third World countries should not be a matter of pride), very large 
numbers of entrants are now living on benefit. Three of the five top 
non-EU sources of immigrant settlers in the last full year of the Labour 
government, Pakistani, Bangladeshi and Nigeria, have much higher 
than average unemployment rates.

The Coalition Government has taken a number of welcome steps to 
curb immigration including:

• reducing employment visa numbers and improving quality of skills 
(following the belated reintroduction of tighter controls at the end of 
the last government). The unskilled route has been closed altogether.

• Measures to verify student visa applications. These have recently 
begun to distinguish between country of application, an important 
step. 

• Removing the automatic link between temporary and permanent 
settlement

• Changes in the Law on family migration including increasing the time 
limit before being able to make an application to 5 years (in Denmark it 
is 15 years),   tackling abuse of  ‘chain migration’ and sham marriages, 
multiple marriages and raising the economic bar to prove that there is 
unlikely to be recourse to public funds. Nevertheless the income 
requirement to bring in a spouse has been set at £18,600, is very 
modest. Any couple who have children after getting together here 
would be likely to need a range of support, far exceeding the tax paid 
on a salary at that level, including Housing Benefit. The Department for 
Work and Pensions are also looking at ways of curbing benefit claims 
by EU citizens.

• New guidance on the operation of ECRH Article 8, proposing that 
this makes provision for consideration of public interest. This is 
important but principally aimed at criminals and terror suspects rather 
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than the much larger numbers who are here illegally. The welcome 
pledge to back this with firm legislation is yet to be tested in 
Parliament – and the courts.

• To this the Prime Minister has added a welcome new list of 
proposals. These include: ending the right to unemployment benefits 
after 6 months, statutory guidelines on housing allocation, clamping 
down on employers of illegals and using bodies like the DVLA and 
credit agencies to reinforce controls. Most important of all, the Prime 
Minister floated the idea of  those contesting  deportation having their 
claims heard from abroad, after being deported.64 

Nevertheless, although it has fallen by a third, net immigration remains 
high - over 160,000 in the latest twelve month period available - and, 
anyway, reducing net immigration to ‘tens of thousands’ would not 
deal with the problems identified in this paper. It would still mean large 
additional population rises because of young people from high birth 
rate cultures replacing often elderly emigrants.

 Against the grim background outlined in this paper, we need a debate 
as to whether a policy of merely slowing the growth in population goes 
far enough. To stabilise it would mean reducing immigration far below 
emigration levels. Can that be achieved without wrecking the 

government’s plans to make the UK open for business? Can we 
honour our international obligations? What about family life? Can we 
meet the aspirations of the university sector - students now account 
for more than half of all incomers? What about free movement of 
people within the EU? 

Let us start with non-EU immigration, the majority, and look back over 
the pattern of the last generation. It is possible to tackle these 
problems, but to do so requires a change of mindset – obviously, 
changing the individual rules is important but, equally important is 
tackling the role of the courts which today make enforcing any 
rules time-consuming, expensive and, ultimately, ineffective. The 
pattern of immigration from poorer countries shows this. First there 
was an influx of economic migrants posing as asylum seekers. Then 
the introduction of an almost unlimited (and unchecked) work permit 
regime brought in people as workers, some of whom did not work – as 
evidenced by the fact that the  unemployment rate today among those 
born abroad is significantly higher than the UK-born. The restrictions 
on those have led to a shift towards student applications, many of 
them from countries in the new Commonwealth whose existing ethnic 
Diaspora have a high unemployment rate. 

What each category has in common, however, is that as soon as the 
authorities seek to deport anyone, where they can even find them, 
protracted court proceedings typically follow – which are usually 
expensive and often unsuccessful because of Human Rights 
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legislation. Whatever changes in the Law are introduced, 
applicants drawn to our generous benefit system, shift to the 
easiest way in, and then claim human rights when faced with 
deportation.

All of the government’s measures and proposals for consultation are 
sensible but some can be extended further and new measures are 
needed:

• We should build further on the two tier approach to university 
applications, further tightening checks on those from countries 
where the risk of overstaying is greatest, but speeding up the 
process for countries such as Japan, Korea and Saudi Arabia 
where it is very low. We should end the automatic right of  
overseas students to apply for jobs here.

• Crucially we need to take a long, hard look at the asylum issue. 
No decent country sends people back to their countries of origin 
to face persecution. We have made some progress in speeding 
up applications, but they remain slow and, if we tighten controls 
in other areas, applications may soar again. All too often people 
disappear in the process. We must consider making treaties with 
democratic Third World countries with plenty of space (few are 
as crowded as the UK) and establishing two or three processing 
centres abroad. For example, if we could secure a deal with 
Kenya, it would be worth our while to make a considerable 

payment per capita to them to provide a haven for Somali 
asylum seekers, sent from Britain to have their cases examined 
(by a British tribunal, as now).  Those who absconded would not 
then be able to disappear in this country. Something like this 
measure would have to be introduced to underpin the new 
procedure proposed by the Prime Minister for hearing appeals 
against deportation after the individual has been deported, 
Without some method of handling asylum appeals from abroad, 
those facing deportation would automatically try to claim asylum 
to avoid being deported before the hearing, and so drive a 
coach and horses through the concept as all detected illegal 
immigrants posed as asylum seekers.

• At the heart of any solution must be revising the role of the 
courts and a much more radical look at human rights. If a 
Conservative government were to replace the jurisdiction of the 
ECHR with a UK Bill of Rights, we should consider ending the 
right of illegal entrants and overstayers to make applications to 
court from the UK. Those with asylum claims would be dealt 
with as above. The rest would have to join the queue with an 
application from abroad. Britain is rightly proud of being one of 
the world’s most generous donors of Overseas Aid. It is far more 
efficient to provide aid to poorer countries than seek to 
accommodate citizens from those countries simply because 
they have evaded immigration controls some years earlier. The 
heat could be taken out of the argument on cases from students 
to visiting relatives to business people attending meetings and 
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courses, if we simply ended the right to a UK court hearing of 
overstayers. If, through a revision of our Human Rights 
legislation, we could send such people home without a legal 
process, a more relaxed approach to visas would become 
possible again. Those wishing to go to court would have to leave 
before bringing their cases. For the hardest cases (principally 
asylum) the overseas processing centres would be available. 

• The government should firmly reject Beecroft’s proposal that 
employers be freed of the legal requirement to check that job 
applicants are eligible to work here. Enforcement is already 
weaker than in some countries (eg France and Australia). While 
deregulation is good for business, in this case the weakening of 
immigration controls is not a price worth paying. Instead, as the 
Prime Minister has advocated, we must strengthen sanctions 
against rogue employers.

• We should recognise that increasing spending on enforcing 
immigration controls will greatly save on medium term costs. 
This should include speeding up the introduction of embarkation 
controls so that we can, at last, detect new illegal overstayers. 

Finally there is the issue of free movement of people within the EU. 
The government has made it clear that we will never allow Britain to 
get into the position it reached vis a vis the A8 entrants, as the only 
major country allowing immediate access. Nevertheless we face a real 

challenge at the end of this year with Bulgarians and Romanians 
targeting this country, partly because we are English-speaking, partly 
because of our benefit system and partly – one suspects – because 
word about the hopeless weaknesses in our courts in dealing with 
problem incomers has got around. 

Furthermore, we may face a flood of entrants from collapsing 
economies in Eastern and Southern Europe. If no sensible path is 
found to dissolve the Eurozone in a controlled fashion and it implodes, 
that may well happen.  France, faced with an influx of asylum seekers 
coming via Italy, has, unilaterally, introduced border controls, breaking 
the Schengen agreement. In a crisis, we might have to do the same. 
Such a crisis would also give us the opportunity to renegotiate our 
terms of membership. The proposals set out by the Prime Minister will 
diminish the effects of such a crisis on immigration but many may still 
feel that free movement of citizens is not in the long term interests of 
an overcrowded island. 
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