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PREFACE: INDEPENDENCE,
NEUTRALITY AND TRANSPARENCY

Independence and neutrality

IPPR is an independent registered charity. It does not take a corporate position
on whether the UK should remain in, or leave, the European Union. This briefing
intends to contribute to an informed and constructive debate on migration ahead of
the referendum.
For more information, see: http://www.IPPR.org/about/eu-referendum

Transparency

With the date for the EU referendum now announced, in the interest of transparency
IPPR acknowledges that it has received funding from the EU for some of its past
work. IPPR has not received any funding from the EU for this report.
Over the past five financial years, EU funding has made up the following proportion
of IPPR’s total annual income:
• 2015: less than 1 per cent
• 2014: 2 per cent
• 2013: less than 1 per cent
• 2012: 9 per cent
• 2011: 8 per cent
IPPR recognises that there is a public interest in the funding of thinktanks and we
are committed to increasing transparency in this area. Every year, we publish our
annual report,1 which outlines how our funds are raised and spent. WhoFundsYou.
org has awarded IPPR a top transparency rating of ‘A’. In 2015, Transparify.org
awarded IPPR its four-star ‘broadly transparent’ rating, making us the only one of
the 11 British thinktanks assessed to be rated as ‘transparent’.
All of our funders for the last financial year are listed on our website at:
http://www.IPPR.org/how-we-are-funded
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SUMMARY

The first EU referendum in a generation will take place on 23 June. People’s views
on EU migration are likely to play a crucial role in how they vote. This briefing
seeks to inform the debate by setting out some of the key evidence on freedom
of movement and exploring public attitudes to EU migration. This briefing is not
intended to persuade readers to support or reject Britain’s membership of the EU,
and IPPR is not taking a position on either side of the referendum question.
Our review of the evidence shows that the UK has seen sharply rising inflows of EU
migration in recent decades and now has the second highest inflows of EU migrants
in the EU. EU migrants have high employment rates, although migrants from central
and eastern European countries experience low pay and overqualification. EU
migrants tend to be less likely to claim out–of-work benefits but more likely to claim
tax credits and child benefit than UK nationals.
Our focus groups with over-40s in Glasgow, Havering and Peterborough highlighted
a range of concerns about EU migration, particularly focused on EU migrants’
access to welfare and pressures on public services. Participants also noted
advantages of free movement, notably the opportunities for UK citizens to live and
work easily in other EU countries and the benefits of EU migrants filling skills gaps.

The evidence…

… on past flows of EU migration
•

•

In the 1990s, EU migration flows to the UK were roughly in the range of
40,000–80,000 per year, while net EU migration was almost zero. After the
2004 accession, EU migration flows rose dramatically to over 100,000 per year
and have remained high over the past decade. There are now more than 3
million EU-born migrants in the UK. Compared to other EU countries, the UK
has the second highest inflows of EU migrants, after Germany.
Approximately 1.2 million Britons live in other EU countries – mainly in Spain,
Ireland, France and Germany. The EU countries with the highest number of
emigrants in other member states are Poland (3.5 million), Romania (3.0 million),
and Germany (1.8 million).

… on future flows
•

•

4

If the UK remains in the EU, then the proposed reforms set out in the European
Council’s decision on ‘a new settlement for the UK within the EU’ (more
commonly known as the prime minister’s ‘renegotiation deal’) are unlikely to
have a significant impact on future EU migration flows. These are instead likely
to be driven by differences in labour market conditions (such as wage levels and
unemployment rates) between the UK and other EU countries.
If the UK leaves the EU, then future flows from EU countries will depend on the
immigration system the UK chooses to adopt. If the UK continues to participate
in EU free movement as part of a new trade deal with the EU, then Brexit is
unlikely to have an impact on EU migration to the UK. If the UK adopts a new
policy to treat EU migrant workers similarly to how it currently treats nonEU migrant workers, then this will most likely lead to a fall in low-skilled EU
migration. However, this alone will probably not be sufficient to meet the current
government’s net migration target (to bring net migration down to the tens of
thousands); to meet that target, further action would be needed.
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… on EU migrants in the labour market
•

•

EU migrants have higher employment rates than UK nationals. The
employment rate of migrants from EU15 countries is 75 per cent, while
the employment rate of migrants from NMS13 countries (including the A10
countries and Romania, Bulgaria and Croatia) is 83 per cent, higher than for
UK-born nationals (74 per cent).
However, central and eastern European migrants tend to be in low-skilled work
and on low pay. The median gross hourly pay of NMS13 workers is £3 less than
for UK nationals.

… on EU migrants and welfare and public services
•

•

•

EU migrants are less likely to report claiming unemployment and sickness/
disability benefits than UK nationals, but are more likely to report claiming
tax credits and child benefit. They are also roughly as likely to live in social
housing as UK nationals, and more likely to live in the private rented sector
than UK nationals.
There is little data on EU migrants’ use of healthcare in the UK, but estimates
based on their age profile suggest that they make proportionately low use of
the NHS.
In education, analysis of the national pupil database suggests that those who
speak central and eastern European languages as their first language tend to
perform worse at key stage 4 than those whose first language is English.

Public attitudes
•

•

•

•

•

•
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We spoke to three groups of over-40s, in Glasgow, Havering and Peterborough,
targeting members of the public who did not have firm views on freedom of
movement.
Many participants raised major concerns about EU migrants’ access to
welfare, pressures on public services, crime and personal security, and wage
undercutting. Many participants welcomed EU migrants that came to work
and contribute, but were worried about those who they believed were taking
out of the system before putting in. Others felt that the current system of free
movement was unfair, given that flows across Europe were unbalanced. A
number of people said they wanted restrictions on EU migration to the UK.
But we also found that a number of participants spoke of the benefits of free
movement for UK citizens, as well as the advantages of EU migration in filling
skills gaps in the UK economy.
In Peterborough, we discussed with our participants some challenges for both
sides of the referendum debate. With respect to challenges for the Remain
campaign, our participants agreed with the two arguments that the UK’s
membership of the EU prevents the government from properly controlling EU
migration and puts unsustainable pressures on public services. They were
less certain about the argument that staying in the EU would mean that in the
long term refugees would acquire free movement rights and be able to come
to the UK.
With respect to challenges for the Leave campaign, our participants were
unconvinced by the arguments that leaving the EU would not lead to a
significant fall in net migration and would endanger the rights of British
citizens living in EU countries. They were less certain about the argument
that there is a trade-off between access to the single market and restricting
freedom of movement.
Overall, our participants in Glasgow were most positive about freedom of
movement and our participants in Havering were most negative.
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1.
INTRODUCTION

On 23 June, the UK will have its first opportunity since 1975 to vote on
whether to remain in or leave the European Union. This decision will depend
on a range of considerations, from the economy to Britain’s place in the world.
But one crucial factor in the campaigns will be immigration from other EU
countries. The free movement of citizens of EU member states has been a
major feature of the debate on the European Union in recent years, and has
become one of the most contentious aspects of EU policy in the UK. More
than half of voters say this will be one of the top three issues influencing their
choice (ComRes 2016). Attitudes to EU migration could therefore make the
difference between a ‘Remain’ and ‘Leave’ result.
This briefing explores the issue of freedom of movement in the context of the
EU referendum campaign. We analyse some of the evidence on EU migration
flows and impacts in the UK and explore public attitudes to freedom of
movement. This briefing is not intended to persuade readers to support or
reject Britain’s membership of the EU, and IPPR is not taking a position on
either side of the referendum question. Instead, we aim to inform the debate by
analysing the evidence on EU migration and public attitudes.
Our research suggests that, whatever the final decision, the public want a
sophisticated, intelligent debate about the issue of freedom of movement, and
are wary of inflated claims on either side of the divide. There are signs that, on
both sides of this debate, some campaigners are resorting to dubious claims
and exaggeration on immigration in a bid to sway voters. To make a broad,
inclusive offer and secure a majority of voters, it is in all campaigners’ interests
to ensure that the debate on migration remains balanced and level-headed in
the months ahead.

6
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2.
FREEDOM OF MOVEMENT: WHAT DO
WE KNOW?

The rules for EU free movement originate from the 1957 Treaty of Rome. The
original treaty called for ‘the abolition, as between Member States, of obstacles
to the free movement of persons, services and capital’ and ‘the abolition of any
discrimination based on nationality between workers of the Member States, as
regards employment, remuneration and other conditions of work and employment’.2
Originally it focused on facilitating the movement of workers.
Over time, legislation and European Court of Justice (ECJ) rulings on intra-EU
migration have developed and generally extended rights to free movement to all
citizens of EU countries. In particular, the Maastricht Treaty introduced the concept
of ‘EU citizenship’, whereby all nationals of EU member states have the right to
move and live anywhere in the EU and to vote in local and European parliamentary
elections. This for the most part confirmed pre-existing law. The EU has also
developed secondary legislation on various aspects of free movement, including EU
migrants’ access to welfare benefits, while the ECJ has made a number of rulings
in recent years to clarify the extent to which EU nationals are eligible for benefits
in other member states. Free movement rules currently apply to all citizens of EU
member states, as well as European Economic Area countries outside the EU
(including Norway, Iceland and Liechtenstein) and Switzerland.3
A full analysis of the nature and consequences of EU migration since the
introduction of free movement is beyond the scope of this briefing. We will instead
focus on some of the key issues of contention central to the EU referendum debate:
flows of intra-EU migration, the role of EU migrants in the UK labour market, and the
impacts of EU migration on welfare and public services.

Migration flows

EU migration to the UK

EU migration flows to the UK have shifted substantially over recent decades. In the
1990s, EU migration to the UK ranged between approximately 40,000 and 80,000
people per annum. Net migration was for the most part very low – indeed, in 1991
net migration from the EU to the UK was estimated to be negative, at approximately
-1,000 over the course of the year (although these numbers have significant
margins of error) (ONS 2015a).
In 2004, the accession of 10 new member states to the EU meant that free movement
rules were expanded to include these countries, mostly from central and eastern
Europe: Cyprus, the Czech Republic, Estonia, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Malta,
Poland, Slovakia and Slovenia. (Often these countries are referred to the ‘A10’, or the
‘A8’ if the smaller member states of Cyprus and Malta are discounted, where the ‘A’
stands for ‘accession’.) Existing member states were given the option of imposing
transitional labour market controls for a period of up to seven years for migrants
coming from these accession countries. The UK (along with Ireland and Sweden)
2
3
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See: http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=URISERV%3Axy0023
While the rules for free movement apply to (non-EU) EEA countries and Switzerland as well as EU countries,
unless stated otherwise the analysis in this section focuses on EU migration. This is in order to maintain
consistency, as much of the available data and evidence only includes migrants from EU countries.
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chose not to impose full labour market controls – which meant that A8 workers
were free to come to work in the UK immediately – but as a transitional measure the
government introduced a temporary worker registration scheme with which all A8
migrants working for an employer in the UK for at least one month had to register.
As a consequence, EU immigration rose considerably, to over 100,000 in 2004,
and – other than a temporary fall between 2008 and 2012, as a consequence of
the recession – continued to rise over the subsequent decade, as figure 2.1 shows
(ONS 2015a). According to the Labour Force Survey, there are now just over 3
million EU-born people in the UK (ONS 2016a).
However, the makeup of EU migration over this time period has changed. A8
migration from central and eastern Europe overtook migration from EU15 countries
– the ‘old’ EU member states – in 2005, but peaked in 2007. Now, by comparison,
migration from A8 countries is lower, while migration from the EU15 member states
has increased (ONS 2015a), probably due to relatively high levels of unemployment
in southern Europe. For example, national insurance number allocations to people
from Italy, Spain and Portugal roughly doubled between 2011 and 2015 (DWP
2016). More recently, since the lifting of transitional controls on Romanian and
Bulgarian nationals in 2014, migration from these two member states has risen
dramatically, from around 10,000 in the year ending December 2010 to 55,000 in
the 12 months to September 2015 (ONS 2016c).

Figure 2.1
Net migration to the UK has risen over the past 15 years
EU immigration, emigration and net migration, 1991–2014
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Source: ONS 2015a

Comparing the UK to other EU countries

In terms of absolute numbers, the UK has relatively high EU inflows. In 2013, just
over 200,000 EU migrants (by citizenship) came to the UK. The only other member
state with higher absolute levels of EU immigration was Germany, with 354,000.
After the UK and Germany, the next highest inflows were seen in France and Spain,
with 91,000 and 90,000 respectively (Eurostat 2015).
8

IPPR | Free movement and the EU referendum

In terms of net EU migration, the figures reveal a slightly different story. Germany
again had the highest absolute levels of net EU migration in 2013 – with 266,000
– followed by the UK (123,000), France (71,000) and Italy (58,000). By contrast,
Spain’s net EU migration figure was the lowest in the EU, at -74,000, as high
levels of inward migration were significantly outweighed by far higher levels of EU
emigration (ibid).
Finally, when comparing stocks (as opposed to flows), the countries with the highest
numbers of EU migrants in 2015 (by citizenship) were Germany (3.5 million), the
UK (3.0 million) and Spain (1.9 million) (Eurostat 2016a). When accounting for
population size, the countries with the highest percentages of EU migrants were
Luxembourg (39 per cent of the total population), Cyprus (13 per cent), Ireland
(8 per cent) and Belgium (8 per cent), compared to 5 per cent for the UK (ibid).

Figure 2.2
EU migrant populations by country, 2015, stock numbers (left, grey) and as a
proportion of the total population (right, orange)
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Of course, freedom of movement in the EU works both ways, and many UK
nationals live and work in other EU countries. While accurate data on British people
living abroad is hard to find, the United Nations Population Division’s estimates
on international migration provide a guide. These figures are based on official
government statistics and do not account for rates of non-registration, and so may
9
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underestimate total levels.4 Nonetheless, they suggest that 1.2 million UK-born
migrants were living in other EU countries in 2015. As figure 2.3 shows, the most
popular destination countries were Spain (310,000 UK nationals), Ireland (250,000),
France (190,000) and Germany (100,000) (UNPD 2015).
Compared with other EU origin countries, therefore, the UK has the fifth highest
number of emigrants living in other EU countries, after Poland (3.5 million), Romania
(3.0 million), Germany (1.8 million) and Italy (1.4 million) (ibid).

Figure 2.3
The most popular countries for UK emigrants are Spain, Ireland, France and
Germany
UK nationals living in other EU countries, 2015
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Anticipating future flows

Of course, EU migration flows to and from the UK over the coming years and
decades will depend in part on the outcome of the referendum – and regardless of
the outcome, it is impossible to predict future flows with any certainty. However, in
terms of anticipating future shifts, there are important considerations in the event of
either result.
In the event of a Remain outcome
If the UK votes to stay in the EU then the European Council’s decision on ‘a new
settlement for the UK within the EU’ (more commonly known as the prime minister’s
‘renegotiation deal’) will take effect.

4
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There are some limitations to this data. In particular, it is important to note that: (1) There are some
inconsistencies across countries in how migrant stock estimates are produced. In most countries,
estimates refer to the foreign-born population; however, in Belgium and the Czech Republic the
estimates refer to the number of foreign citizens. (2) The figures for Cyprus include Northern Cyprus,
which does not fully uphold free movement with the rest of the EU.
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The reforms to free movement are comprised of three parts (European Council
2016, Peers 2016):5
• Changes to welfare rules: The main welfare reforms are the ‘emergency brake’
and the child benefit changes.
–– The ‘emergency brake’ restricts full access to in-work benefits for newly
arriving EU migrants for their first four years after beginning work in the UK.
It can only be used if the UK can show that exceptionally high levels of EU
migration have affected essential aspects of the welfare system, led to serious
and persistent difficulties in the labour market, or placed excessive pressure
on public services, and if it is authorised by the Council of Ministers (that is, by
the other EU member states). Once used, the brake will last for seven years.
The restriction is graduated, so that EU migrants who arrive will have no inwork benefits immediately, but access will increase over the first four years.
–– The changes to child benefit mean that EU migrants with children living in
other EU member states will no longer be eligible for child benefit paid at
UK rates; instead they will receive benefits according to the conditions of
the countries where the children live (where ‘conditions’ factor in both living
standards and the child benefit rates in those countries). The changes will be
phased in, so current claimants will be paid at the new rates in 2020. For the
most part, this means that EU migrants with children abroad will receive lower
rates of child benefit.
• Restrictions on public security grounds: EU rules state that free movement
can be restricted on the grounds of public security (or public health or public
policy). The deal clarifies the rules to give a more expansive interpretation
of when such restrictions can be used. For instance, it is made clear that
free movement rights can be restricted on preventative grounds, even if
the individual concerned does not have a prior criminal conviction. The
renegotiation agreement also states that the European Commission will reexamine the legislation on public security restrictions when the Citizens’
Directive is next revised.
• Restrictions for non-EU migrants: EU rules currently allow family members of
EU migrants to be treated as EU citizens for the purposes of free movement law,
even if they are non-EU migrants. This means that EU migrants who apply for
their non-EU spouses to come to the UK are not subject to the same immigration rules that UK nationals with non-EU spouses face (such as the government’s
minimum income requirements). The changes will amend this rule to ensure
that the following two groups of non-EU migrants are not treated as EU citizens
and are instead subject to UK immigration law: (i) non-EU migrants who had no
prior lawful residence in the EU before marrying an EU citizen, and (ii) non-EU
migrants who marry EU migrants only after those EU migrants have moved to
the UK. These changes are primarily designed to prevent the use of ‘sham marriages’ to circumvent UK immigration rules (although in practice they are likely to
have a broader effect on EU migrants with genuine marriages as well).
For the most part these reforms comprise legislative changes. They will therefore
have to be proposed by the European Commission and approved by a qualified
majority in the Council of Ministers and a majority in the European Parliament
before they come into force. They may also be legally challenged in the European
Court of Justice.
However, if and when they are implemented, it is unlikely they will have a significant
impact on future flows. The measure which is primarily designed to limit future
flows is the emergency brake on in-work benefits. However, evidence from the
International Passenger Survey suggests that the primary motivation for EU
5
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The changes apply across the EU, not just to the UK; however, for clarity, we have focused on the
implications for EU migrants in the UK.
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nationals moving to the UK is work. The majority of incoming EU immigrants (71 per
cent in the 12 months to September 2015) say they are coming to the UK for workrelated reasons (with over half of this number having a definite job to go to), and
the majority of outgoing EU emigrants (54 per cent in the 12 months to September
2015) state work as the reason for moving on (ONS 2016b). There is also evidence
that eastern European migrants are attracted to the UK because of its higher wages
(Portes 2015a). For instance, the UK minimum wage is more than three times higher
than the Polish equivalent (Eurostat 2016b).
There is little evidence that EU migrants come to the UK in order to access benefits
(Portes 2015a).6 Only an estimated 84,000 EEA migrant families claiming tax credits
in 2013/14 had arrived in the UK or registered for a national insurance number in
the previous four years, suggesting that a relatively small number of EU migrants
will be affected by the so-called emergency brake (Nardelli et al 2016). Therefore,
while the government’s renegotiation on social security rules for EU migrants is likely
to address some public concerns about the fairness of the current system of free
movement, it is unlikely to have much impact on future EU migration flows.
Instead, the largest factor influencing EU migration flows in the near future is
likely to continue to be the relative performance of different labour markets. If the
southern European economies recover and job opportunities there increase, then
all other things being equal, fewer migrants from southern Europe are likely to come
to the UK, while more of those already in the UK might return home. However,
this may not necessarily bring down net EU migration significantly, given the UK’s
relatively flexible labour market and the wage gap between the UK and many other
EU countries (which will grow further when the new national living wage comes
into effect – see Portes 2015b). Reducing net EU15 migration to its pre-crisis level
would bring down total net EU migration by around 44,000 to around 128,000.
All other thing being equal, such a fall would still leave net EU migration, by itself,
above the government’s 100,000 per year target. Barring a major economic crisis in
the UK, it is therefore likely that EU net migration will remain high in the near future.
In the long term, while accurate forecasting is extremely difficult, a number of
factors may have a significant impact on future EU migration flows. First, it is
possible over the long term that migration flows between EU countries will fall as
central and eastern European economies grow and their ageing populations reduce
the pool of people likely to migrate for work, who tend to be younger (Benton and
Petrovic 2013: 21). Second, further EU enlargement could lead to a rise in EU
migration to the UK, as new accession states in eastern Europe – and, further out,
potentially Turkey as well – join the free movement area. It is expected that in this
event the UK government would impose labour market controls for the seven-year
transitional period, and may be able to negotiate further transitional measures in
future accession treaties. But over time any further accessions – particularly of
larger member states – could increase flows to the UK.
Finally, some have also noted the possibility of the large number of refugees in other
EU countries becoming EU citizens and making use of their free movement rights
to migrate to the UK in the future. While such a route is possible, it is very hard to
determine whether it will have a significant impact on future flows, as this depends
on a number of factors, such as the naturalisation rate of refugees (the percentage
who acquire citizenship) and the future migration patterns of those refugees who
become citizens of EU member states.

6
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Indeed, qualitative research with EU migrants in the UK suggests that many have inaccurate
information about the welfare system, face language barriers when accessing services, and have
strongly negative attitudes towards welfare abuse and dependency (SSAMIS 2016).
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In the event of a Leave outcome
If the UK is no longer a member of the EU, then there are many options available
for how it handles EU migration.
The first key choice for the UK government after deciding to leave the EU will be
whether to continue free movement between the UK and the EU. A number of
experts believe that there is likely to be some trade-off (other things being equal)
between, on one hand, the depth of the UK’s new trade deal with the EU, and,
on the other hand, whether the UK rejects freedom of movement (Giles 2016).
Countries such as Norway (and other non-EU EEA countries) and Switzerland
have freedom of movement as part of their trade deal with the EU.
If the UK retained free movement in its current form, then flows from other EU
countries would be unlikely to be significantly affected by Brexit. It might, however,
be possible to retain a version of free movement that allows the UK slightly more
control over migration flows than at present. For example, EEA countries (including
Norway, Iceland and Lichtenstein) have the option of using ‘safeguard measures’
to limit EU migration in the case of ‘serious economic, societal or environmental
difficulties of a sectorial or a regional nature liable to persist’. Joining the EEA
might thus allow the UK more power to temporarily limit flows in emergency
situations than it is set to wield under the ‘emergency brake’ provisions. However,
given that free movement of people is a central principle of the EEA Agreement,
it seems unlikely that the UK would be able to use these safeguard measures
in a way that significantly affected migration flows over the long term without
threatening its membership of the EEA. Nevertheless, it is possible to imagine
that the UK might be able to strike a new, bespoke deal with the EU that involved
a different version of free movement from that which currently exists under the
EEA Agreement. However, it is hard to see how any system that could credibly be
called ‘free movement’ would lead to radically lower EU migration into the UK than
if the UK remained in the EU.
On the other hand, if the UK were to opt out of free movement, then future flows
would depend on the details of the new immigration system it adopts.
One option would be to apply the points-based system that currently applies to
non-EU migrants to EU migrants as well. The government would be unlikely simply
to restrict the number of EU migrants entering the UK at the border, given that
this would most likely mean enforcing the border between the Republic of Ireland
and Northern Ireland – and in any case, Leave campaigners have advocated
maintaining visa-free travel with the EU. Instead, the UK could impose visa
requirements on EU nationals who want to work or study in the UK.
Under this scenario, in order to migrate to the UK to study, EU nationals would
have to pay fees at the same rate as non-EU migrants, not UK nationals as they
do now. In order to migrate to the UK to work, EU nationals would typically have to
apply for a tier 2 visa, which in general would require a basic knowledge of English
and a job offer paying £20,800 or more per annum at degree level or above or on
the shortage occupation list. A large number of EU workers would therefore no
longer be eligible under such a system: around 80 per cent of EU migrants in work
who have arrived since 2004, according to one estimate (Migration Watch 2016).
There is also currently an annual cap of 20,700 on the number of tier 2 (general)
visas (not including intra-company transfers). The government might choose to
raise this cap level in order to account for the new EU migrants coming through
this route, on the grounds of economic need and public support for highly skilled
migrants coming to the UK to fill skills gaps. The government might also choose
to consider expanding the shortage occupation list – or potentially opening up a
new route for low-skilled or seasonal migration – in order to support sectors that
currently rely heavily on EU migrants.
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For EU migrants currently in the country, it is likely that the government would
decide that they would be free to continue to live and work legally in the UK,
with the same rights to benefits and access to public services. This is likely
because leading proponents of Brexit have supported such a measure. It would
also increase the likelihood of maintaining the rights of British citizens in other
EU countries.
If the government were to state that any EU migrant in the UK after Brexit
could retain their free movement rights, this could result in a surge in flows of
EU migrants trying to settle in the UK before the date of the UK leaving the
EU. On the other hand, this could be avoided if the government made such a
commitment retrospectively – so that only EU migrants living in the UK before the
referendum would continue to have these rights.
It is clear that such a system would give the government greater control over EU
migration to the UK. According to one estimate of the impact of one version of
such a system (ibid), net EU migration would fall from around 180,000 to around
65,000.7 Overall, all other things being equal, according to this estimate, total
net migration to the UK would fall from around 323,000 to 208,000, significantly
below current levels. However, it would still be twice the government’s target of
100,000, which suggests that if, after leaving the EU, the UK government wanted
to make further progress towards reaching its net migration target, then it would
need to take further measures to restrict both EU and non-EU migration.
One final scenario is that the UK government, as part of its trade agreement with
the EU, could opt for a migration system that gives preferential treatment to EU
migrants without retaining EU free movement. For instance, the UK could opt out
of free movement but still give EU migrants priority over others through the skilled
workers visa route in situations where the limit on tier 2 visas is reached, or it
could create a separate visa for EU migrants with more generous conditions than
the current tier 2 visa. Such an arrangement would have a smaller impact on EU
migration levels than a policy that treats EU and non-EU migrants equally.

EU migrants in the UK labour market

EU migrants in the UK have high rates of employment.8 The employment rate of
migrants from EU15 countries (the ‘old EU’) is 75 per cent, while the employment
rate of migrants from NMS13 countries (the A10 countries plus Romania,
Bulgaria and Croatia) is 83 per cent. Both are higher than the employment rate
of UK nationals (74 per cent) and non-EU migrants (62 per cent) (ONS 2016a).
This compares favourably with Germany, the member state with the highest
EU migrant inflows, where employment rates of EU migrants tend to be lower
(Stirling 2015). This is likely to be due in part to the UK’s comparatively flexible
labour market.

7

8
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Under MigrationWatch’s proposals, the UK would exit the free movement arrangements and EU
migrants would only be allowed to work in the UK if they had work permits, which would be restricted
to those with higher skilled jobs (or jobs where there are skills shortages). There would be no cap on
students from the EU and no restrictions on family members of UK citizens or self-sufficient persons
from the EU. Visa-free travel would exist for EU citizens for leisure or business visits.
Unless stated otherwise, the figures in the section are calculated from the Labour Force Survey 2015,
Q1–Q4 (combining the four waves) (ONS 2016a).
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Figure 2.4
EU migrants in the UK have a higher employment rate than UK nationals
Employment rates for migrants in the UK, by nationality
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However, while EU migrants have high rates of economic activity in the UK, NMS13
migrants tend to congregate in certain low-skill sectors – notably in manufacturing,
construction and hospitality. Indeed, some sectors have become increasingly reliant
on migrant workers from central and eastern Europe (McCollum and Findlay 2012).
The share of EU migrants in food and drink, for example, increased from 2 per
cent to 27 per cent between 2005 and 2014 (Rolfe 2015), while the share of EEA
migrant workers in manufacturing increased from 3 per cent in 2006 to 9 per cent
in 2014, and from 4 per cent to 9 per cent in administration and support services
(Migration Observatory 2016). In sectors such as food processing, hospitality and
construction, EU migrants are employed in large numbers in part because they
allow for increased flexibility and seasonal demands (Rolfe 2015).
Our analysis of Labour Force Survey data indicates that EU migrants are more
likely than UK nationals to work in elementary occupations or in process, plant
and machine operation. They are also more likely to be in temporary and agency
work. In some sectors – notably food processing – there is evidence of exploitation
of EU migrant workers, particularly from eastern Europe (MAC 2014). The median
gross hourly pay of NMS13 workers is around £3 less than for UK nationals: £8.00
compared to £11.00 (excluding the self-employed) (ONS 2016a). In large part this is
related to occupational differences, as EU migrants tend to work in occupations with
low wages. But one recent study suggests that the wage gap at the lower end of the
income distribution might occur in part because A8 migrants tend to be temporary
and therefore more likely to accept lower wages (Rosso 2013). This raises the
possibility that recent high levels of EU migration have contributed to sustaining low
wages and poor employment conditions in some low-skilled sectors of the economy.
One study has found that immigration has a small negative impact on wages is in the
semi/unskilled services sector, where a 10 percentage point rise in the proportion of
immigrants leads to a 2 per cent fall in pay (Nickell and Saleheen 2015).
There is also a prevalence of ‘over-education’ among EU migrants. According to
one study, an estimated 61 per cent of A8 migrants in the UK are over-educated for
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the job they hold, compared to 26 per cent of UK nationals (Campbell 2013). IPPR’s
recent paper comparing migrant employment outcomes across Europe found that
EU migrants tend to be relatively highly qualified: 59 per cent of EU15 migrants in
the UK have tertiary qualifications, compared to 34 per cent of UK non-migrants.
NMS13 migrants have significantly lower qualification levels than their EU15
counterparts: 31 per cent have tertiary qualifications, which is more similar to the
educational profile of UK nationals (Stirling 2015).9

Welfare and public services

As we discuss in the next section, a lot of public concern about freedom of
movement is focused on EU migrants’ access to benefits and the pressures on
public services. Our previous briefing discussed access to benefits in depth (see
Morris 2015), so here we simply highlight some of the key themes from the available
evidence.

Access to benefits

EU law guides how EU migrants should be treated by EU member states’ welfare
systems.10 ‘Social security’ benefits – which include pensions, contributory
unemployment benefits, sickness and disability benefits and family benefits – are
regulated by the EU regulation on social security coordination. The regulation is
guided by four principles: the equal treatment of citizens of EU member states;
the ability to use periods of contribution in other member states in order to meet
the host member state’s requirements for claiming benefits; the prevention of
overlapping benefits claims from multiple member states; and the ability in particular
cases to export certain benefits from one’s former country when moving around
the EU. These principles apply to all EU migrants seeking social security benefits,
including UK nationals that move to other EU countries.11
On the other hand, access to ‘social assistance’ benefits – defined by the European
Court of Justice as ‘all assistance schemes established by the public authorities
… to which recourse may be had by an individual who does not have resources
sufficient to meet his own basic needs and those of his family’ (CJEU 2015) and
typically means-tested and non-contributory – is specified by the 2004 Citizens’
Directive and recent ECJ case law, which allow for these benefits to be restricted
for EU migrants for their first five years in the host member state if they are inactive
and have sufficient resources so as not to place a burden on the country’s social
assistance system or if they are EU jobseekers.12 This means that first-time EU
jobseekers have no automatic right to ‘social assistance’ benefits. The UK’s
welfare system – which is less contributory than other member states – therefore
allows restrictions for newly arrived EU jobseekers with respect to certain benefits,
including housing benefit and the newly introduced universal credit. In recent years,
the UK has also introduced a range of rules to partially limit access to other types
of benefits for out-of-work migrants (including income-based jobseeker’s allowance)
and, if the proposed reforms in the UK–EU renegotiation become law, rules to
partially limit access to in-work benefits as well.

9
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11
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The figures in this 2015 IPPR paper are calculated using 2012 EU Labour Force Survey data.
These rules also apply to migrants from EEA countries outside the EU.
See Regulation (EC) No 883/2004: http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/
TXT/?uri=URISERV%3Ac10521
See Directive 2004/38/EC: http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=OJ:L:2004:158:0077:
0123:en:PDF. ‘EU jobseekers’ in this briefing refers to those who have a right to reside in the UK based
solely on their status as a jobseeker. Some unemployed EU migrants therefore would not be included
in this category. This includes EU migrants who become involuntarily unemployed and thereby retain
their worker status for at least six months; those who have been in the UK for a continuous five-year
period and thus have permanent residence; or those who have family members who are employed or
self-employed in the UK.
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These recent rule changes in the UK have led to a renewed focus on the extent
to which EU migrants can and do access benefits. The evidence suggest that EU
migrants are, on average, less likely to claim out-of-work benefits than UK nationals,
but are more likely to claim tax credits. Administrative data from the Department for
Work and Pensions (DWP) indicates that working-age EU migrants are less likely to
make use of key DWP-administered out-of-work benefits than UK nationals (Keen and
Turner 2016, Portes 2015a).13 The share of working age EU migrants claiming key
out of work benefits (2.2%) is disproportionately low compared to their share in the
working age UK population (5.9%, according to the Labour Force Survey 2015 Q1).
Our own analysis of the Labour Force Survey suggests that EU migrants are more
likely to report claiming tax credits and child benefit than UK nationals, but less likely
to report receiving jobseeker’s allowance and other out-of-work benefits (see figure
2.5), as well as pension benefits.14 This higher take-up of tax credits is likely due to
the tendency for EU migrants to be in low-paid work (as discussed in the previous
section). Other research suggests that EU migrants tend to be more likely to access
tax credits the longer they have been in the UK, once they have settled, become
more familiar with the welfare system, and have children (Portes 2015a).

Figure 2.5
EU migrants are more likely than UK nationals to claim tax credits and child benefit,
and less likely to claim key out-of-work benefits
Reported claim rates for selected UK benefits, by migrant group (UK national, EU
migrant, non-EU migrant), 2015
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The nationality of claimants is recorded in the process of registering for a national insurance number,
so this analysis does not account for people who change their nationality after registering. Key outof-work benefits include jobseeker’s allowance, income support, employment and support allowance,
incapacity benefit, severe disablement allowance and carer’s allowance.
Labour Force Survey data typically undercounts benefit claimants; however, assuming that EU migrant
benefit claimants are no more likely to be undercounted than UK nationals, or vice versa, it can be
used to compare claimant rates (see for example Sumption and Allen 2015 for a similar analysis of the
Labour Force Survey).
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Key services: health

The situation for public services is more complex, particularly as there is limited
data on how EU migrants interact with key services, such as schools and the
NHS. Because the UK’s health system is free at the point of delivery – unlike the
insurance-based systems that exist in most other EU member states – it is more
easily accessible to EU migrants, who are treated the same as UK nationals.
However, there is some indication of certain localised pressures on health services
in some communities. For instance, a study of central and eastern European
migrants living in Salford highlighted language barriers and migrants’ limited
knowledge of the UK health system as placing pressure on healthcare workers’ time
and resources (Scullion and Morris 2010).
At the same time, recent analysis by the Institute of Employment Studies and
Eurofound suggests that the demographic profile of EU migrants – who are on
average younger than UK nationals – means that they tend to not make heavy use
of the NHS. The study estimated (based on EU migrants’ age profile) that about
£4.5 billion is spent on healthcare in the UK for EU migrants, which accounts for
3.3 per cent of UK health expenditure – which is lower than the proportion of EU
migrants in the UK population, at roughly 4.1 per cent (Eurofound 2015).15 (For EU10
migrants – from the A8 countries plus Romania and Bulgaria – the equivalent figure is
about £1.9 billion, or 1.4 per cent of total health expenditure; again this is less than
proportion of EU10 migrants in the UK population, at roughly 2.1 per cent.)
Similarly, a recent local authority level analysis of the Labour Force Survey and
administrative hospital data by the University of Oxford found that an increased
share of Polish immigrants tended to correspond to a reduction in waiting times
for outpatients (and had no significant effect on waiting times for elective care and
accident and emergency) (Giuntella et al 2015). On the other hand, increasing
numbers of children are being born in the UK to EU migrants: 9 per cent of births in
England and Wales in 2014 were to mothers from EU countries, significantly higher
than the 5 per cent of EU-born migrants in the UK population (ONS 2015b).
These findings are reflected in the results of a study by the county council
in Lincolnshire, an area with a considerable EU migrant population. Using
administrative NHS data from 2011/12, this study found that A8 migrants were less
likely than the overall Lincolnshire population to use most hospital services, other
than maternity services (LCC 2013). An earlier study conducted in Cambridgeshire,
comparing national insurance and GP registrations, found that only 1 in 4 eastern
European migrants was registered with a GP (CCC 2008).
Of course, EU migrants also contribute to the NHS directly through the workforce:
according to 2014 NHS Hospital & Community Health Service (HCHS) monthly
workforce statistics, well over 40,000 EU migrants work in the NHS (HCHS 2014),
including 6,248 Polish, 4,851 Spanish, 4,438 Portuguese, 2,807 Italian, 2,377
German and 2,148 Greek. According to the Migration Observatory, in autumn 2015,
12 per cent of nurses and midwives who had started within the previous two years
were EU-born (Migration Observatory 2016).

Key services: education

In education, there is evidence that in some areas new EU arrivals have placed
pressures on schools, particularly in terms of school places and language
demands (see for example BBC 2013). Evidence from the English National Pupil
Database indicates that those whose first language is an eastern European
language16 have tended to perform less well at GCSE level, relative to those
15
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The figure for the total population of EU migrants in the UK is slightly out of line with other figures in
this briefing, as it is based on the authors’ calculations from the 2012–2013 Annual Population Survey.
‘Eastern European language speakers’ includes those whose first language is recorded as Bulgarian,
Czech, Estonian, Hungarian, Latvian, Lithuanian, Polish, Romanian, Slovak, Slovenian and Russian.
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whose first language is English, but have shown considerable improvement
over time: from a total of 49.4 per cent receiving five or more A*–C GCSEs or
equivalent in 2008/09 to 71.6 per cent in 2012/13 (compared to 69.8 per cent
in 2008/09 and 83.0 per cent in 2012/13 for all pupils in England) (Tereshchenko
2014). Those who had arrived in the UK more than two years beforehand
reached higher levels of educational attainment than those who had arrived
more recently (ibid).
A separate analysis of the National Pupil Database suggests that, within the
‘White Other’ ethnic group, there are significant differences in performance at
key stage 4 between different language speakers: pupils whose first language
is Spanish and Italian tend to perform similarly to those whose first language
is English and better than those whose first language is Polish, Portuguese,
Lithuanian, Romanian, Slovak or Latvian (Strand et al 2015).17 Finally, there is
little evidence to suggest that EU migration has driven down standards: one
LSE study using the National Pupil Database found no association between the
proportion of non-native English speakers and the attainment of native English
speakers, once demographic and school characteristics are controlled for. It also
found evidence, using as a test case the influx of Polish students to Catholic
schools over time to control for other factors, to suggest that eastern European
migrants were in fact raising standards of native English speakers in mathematics
in these schools, though not for reading and writing (Geay et al 2012).

Key services: housing

Finally, with respect to housing, while EU migrants generally have a right to
social housing through free movement rules, some categories of EU migrants
– notably EU jobseekers – are ineligible (Wilson 2015). Our evidence from the
Labour Force Survey indicates that EU migrants are roughly as likely to be using
social housing as UK nationals (15.9 per cent for EU migrants versus 17.0 per
cent for UK nationals) and are more likely to be privately renting.18 However, this
does not account for increased demand for social housing that occurs due to
displacement in the private rental sector (McNeil 2015). EU migrants are roughly
equally likely as UK nationals to be claiming housing benefit (see figure 2.4).
Moreover, the high inflow of EU migrants in recent years has contributed to
increased demand at the lower end of the private rented sector. Some have
suggested that migrants can displace UK nationals because they tend to tolerate
poorer housing conditions (Glennie and Pennington 2013). This is reflected in
evidence from Eurostat, which suggests that EU-born migrants are more than
four times as likely to live in an overcrowded household than UK nationals
(Eurostat 2016c).

Fiscal contributions

Evidence on the overall fiscal contribution of recent EEA migrants suggests that
their contribution is broadly neutral or slightly positive. One study by economists
at UCL suggests that EEA migrants arriving in the UK since 2000 have been
estimated to make a small positive fiscal contribution to the UK in the period
2001–2011, paying more in taxes than they take out in public expenditure (and
making a consistently higher relative fiscal contribution than UK nationals).19
According to this estimate, between 2001 and 2011, recent EEA migrants made
in aggregate a net fiscal contribution of around £20 billion (Dustmann and Frattini
2014). For scale, this is less than 1 per cent of UK gross domestic product. The
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The National Pupil Database does not break down educational attainment by nationality, which should
be borne in mind when interpreting these figures.
Social housing includes those who state their landlord is a local authority or housing association. Our
calculation includes all age-groups.
The results are weaker and more mixed for the subgroup of A10 migrants, but overall for the period
2001–2011 their fiscal contribution is also positive.
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study does not provide estimates for the fiscal impacts of EEA migrants after
2011. Migration Watch has criticised this study on the basis that it overestimates
revenues from recent EEA migration (among other things) and has recalculated
the fiscal contribution of recent EEA migrants as -£0.25 billion (which rounds to
-0.00% of GDP). Another estimate by the economist Robert Rowthorn, which
made different adjustments to the original UCL study, suggests that the overall
fiscal contribution of recent EEA migrants is either -£0.3 billion or +£9.5 billion,
depending on how it is measured. As the -£0.3 billion also rounds to -0.00%
of GDP, Rowthorn concludes that ‘depending on the method of estimation,
recent EEA migrants to the UK have either paid their way or generated a modest
surplus’ (Rowthorn 2015).
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3.
FREEDOM OF MOVEMENT: WHAT DO
THE PUBLIC THINK?

Public attitudes to freedom of movement are complex. Nearly two-thirds of the UK
public say they support the free movement of EU citizens to live, work, study and
do business anywhere in the EU (Eurobarometer 2015). On the other hand, large
numbers of people express considerable concerns over EU migration. According
to a recent Ipsos MORI study, only 11 per cent believe that free movement should
be kept in its current form, while 58 per cent believe there should be greater
controls on free movement and 14 per cent believe there should be no right to free
movement at all (Ipsos MORI 2015). This suggests that there is a significant group in
the ‘middle’ of public opinion who want to see significant changes to free movement
but do not necessarily want to end it altogether. As the thinktank British Future has
argued, this middle bloc of voters will be crucial in the upcoming EU referendum
(Katwala and Ballinger 2016). The main reasons given for imposing restrictions
include pressures on public services (72 per cent of those who say they want more
controls), people coming to claim benefits (59 per cent), and pressures on housing
(55 per cent) (Ipsos MORI 2015). The same three issues are put forward as the main
negative effects of EU immigration in a separate YouGov survey (YouGov 2014a).
However, opinions on free movement, as with attitudes to immigration more broadly,
vary across different demographic groups, including age, social class and education
level. With respect to age, young people (including 18–24-year-olds and, to a lesser
extent, 25–39-year-olds) are less likely than their elders to believe that EU migration
is bad for the country (YouGov 2014b) and are significantly more likely to be
convinced by the argument that free movement gives British people the advantage
of being able to live, work and retire in the rest of the EU (YouGov 2015a). For
younger voters, then, concerns about EU migration are likely to be moderated by
the benefits of the freedom to move to other EU countries.

Our focus groups

For the purposes of this project, we are interested primarily in the views of those
who do not have very firm views on the issue of freedom of movement. We
conducted three sets of deliberative focus groups in three parts of the UK: Glasgow,
Havering and Peterborough. We chose these three locations because we wanted a
balance in our sample of:
• those living in an area that is currently leaning towards ‘Remain’ (Glasgow)
• those living in an area that is currently leaning towards ‘Leave’ (Havering)20
• those living in an area that has faced high levels of EU migration in recent years
(Peterborough).
We chose to focus on over-40s in our sample because, as we note above, they are
typically less convinced than younger participants about some of positive impacts of
EU migration. They are also more likely to vote in the referendum (Sayers 2016). We
also selected participants in the ‘middle’ of the debate on EU migration by asking
a question to filter out those who held strong views in either direction.21 In this way
20
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See Hanretty and Vivyan 2014 for a constituency breakdown of EU attitudes.
See the annex for further details of the selection process and questionnaire.
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we were able to hone in on a group of voters who are crucial for both Remain and
Leave campaigners. In total we held eight sessions and spoke to 47 people across
the three locations. These focus groups are not representative of the UK population
and cannot be used alone to infer the British public’s attitudes to free movement.
However, our findings reflect the body of public opinion research on freedom of
movement and provide a more detailed insight into public attitudes than is possible
using only opinion polling.

Discussing views on free movement

We began each of our deliberative focus groups by asking participants for their
views on freedom of movement and what they perceived as its advantages and
disadvantages. Across each of our three locations, participants spoke of both pros
and cons of freedom of movement. However, in most of our sessions, concerns
about freedom of movement dominated the conversation.
In many cases, while participants said they were comfortable with EU migrants
coming to the UK to work, they felt that others were exploiting the welfare system
and public services. Many framed their views in terms of the contribution of
migrants to the UK. (This is in line with our previous research on public attitudes to
migration – see IPPR 2014.)
‘A: I think it’s different if they’re coming in to work in the country and
they’ve got skills to offer. But I think now it’s getting to a situation where
it’s looking after them with our NHS and schooling…
‘B: And then all the benefits as well that they’re entitled to when they come!’
Glasgow

‘I’m all for immigration and the movement of people provided people
contribute. But if people are coming and they’re not contributing, that’s
where I’ve got a particular problem with it.’
Havering

Others argued that the principle of freedom of movement could only work if EU
countries had similar standards of living, and that the current rules had led to
imbalanced flows and pressures on housing and public services.
‘The issue is really that you’re looking at a playing field that isn’t level,
though. Especially when you had the eastern European countries
become part of the EU … in a perfect world it’s a great idea, freedom of
movement is wonderful. In reality you’re not using the same standards
for each country. So clearly we are becoming – if you believe what you
read in the papers, and I’m sure looking at the schools, the hospitals,
the police service – completely overwhelmed with the amount of people
who are coming here compared to probably what is happening over
abroad. I don’t know many people who go to Poland, or Lithuania, or
wherever, from England, go and work, make a living, make their lives
better, but clearly they do here.’
Peterborough

Crucial to this argument was a concern about the reciprocity of the current
system. Many of the participants believed that, despite the formal reciprocity of
free movement arrangements, they were unfairly skewed to the UK’s disadvantage
because of its higher living standards and more advanced social security system
and public services.
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‘It does seem very one-way. As much as we know everyone does go and
live in Spain because the sun shines there, they’re not really going there
mainly for work. I think the majority of people are probably retired people
… With all the eastern Europeans coming in – my problem is that we are
good here, we’ve got a good system, everything works well, everyone
wants to come and take part of it. And because we’re in the EU they’re
allowed to. But there doesn’t seem to be anything – we’re not all rushing
out to go to their countries. Why? Because they’ve joined the group of
people, and they haven’t got the same baseline as we have. So it’s a little
bit of an unfair team that we’ve all joined, I think.’
Havering

Our participants expressed mixed views on how these concerns could be dealt
with. Some advocated restrictions on benefits or on access to public services;
others suggested that greater restrictions on EU migrants coming to the UK (say, in
the form of quotas) were needed.
A number of participants also highlighted advantages of free movement, primarily in
two respects. First, people spoke positively of the ability for UK nationals to live and
work in other EU countries, often citing examples of family and friends abroad.
‘I think [freedom of movement’s] a good thing … I’ve got two sons out of
uni, one of them’s going to work in Berlin.’
Glasgow

‘But I agree with being able to move round the EU, being able to work
anywhere you choose to work, obviously with various checks and what
have you, and I believe people should come here and work.’
Peterborough

Second, our participants spoke of the benefits of skilled workers filling jobs in the
UK. They were particularly positive about EU migrant workers themselves – many
described them as hardworking and committed people.
‘We don’t necessarily have the qualifications to do some of these jobs, but
the Polish are genuinely hands-on workers … and they are good workers,
and honest people. So you can’t categorise every European country as
being “we’ve got too many, there’s too much of an influx”.’
Peterborough

‘We’ve got two Lithuanians and Romanians [where I work], and they work
really, really hard. They are genuinely lovely people, and they work, and
they’re paying their taxes. That’s what I haven’t got a problem with – I
haven’t got a problem with that.’
Peterborough

Other participants also raised concerns about crime and security, wage
undercutting, and the integration of EU migrants.
Concerns about personal security exemplified the belief that the current system
lacks sensible controls.
‘I think it’s good because you can learn about other cultures, other
countries, and stuff like that, which is nice. But on the flip side, if we’re
having no visas and you can just go, who are we letting in? Rapists?
Paedophiles? Armed robbers? We don’t know who these people are,
where they’ve come from, if they’ve got criminal records in their own
country. It’s just frightening. It’s very, very scary.’
Havering
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Despite the wide recognition that many EU migrants worked hard, others suggested
that they had had the effect of driving down wages in some sectors.
‘… we had a lovely wee lady in work who’s a cleaner, and like most
cleaners she works seven jobs. I remember I met her one morning and
she was absolutely deflated because she said that, within a month, five
of her jobs had gone because some Polish workers – lovely young girls –
had come in and they’d cut them to the bone.’
Glasgow

Finally, some participants noted that some EU migrants tended to live apart from
other communities and found it difficult to communicate with them.
‘I go to child groups with my little girl, she’s two, and a lot of them are
Polish – I say Polish, eastern European, I don’t know specifically … And
I can’t always strike a conversation [because they don’t speak English] …
You try, you interact, you get eye contact, you smile, but you can’t have
a conversation.’
Peterborough

Overall, our participants in Glasgow were most positive about freedom of
movement; participants in Havering were most negative. This reflects the available
data on attitudes to EU and immigration, broken down to the parliamentary
constituency level (Hanretty and Vivyan 2014). The data suggests that (central)
London and Scotland tend to be the most pro-EU areas of the UK, while there are
strong pockets of Euroscepticism in the east of England, the Midlands, Yorkshire,
the North West and greater London. There is a strong correlation between attitudes
to immigration and the EU.

Discussing challenges for Remain and Leave

Our session in Peterborough took place shortly after the first draft of the UK–EU
deal was published by Donald Tusk. Consequently, our focus in the Peterborough
sessions turned to the challenges facing both Remain and Leave campaigners on
the issue of freedom of movement. We set out three arguments posing challenges
to the Remain position and three arguments posing challenges to the Leave
position on EU migration policy, and asked our participants to evaluate each of
these arguments.
In terms of challenges for Remain campaigners, we discussed two arguments that
the UK’s membership of the EU prevents the government from properly controlling
EU migration and puts unsustainable pressures on public services. There was broad
agreement with both of these points from our participants.
Our third and final argument concerned the refugee crisis. We presented the claim
that if the UK stayed in the EU then the refugee crisis could lead to additional future
migration pressures as refugees became EU citizens and used their free movement
rights to move to the UK. This argument appeared to resonate less strongly with
our participants: conversation typically shifted towards a debate about the number
of refugees the UK should admit rather than one focused on the merits of freedom
of movement, and a number of our participants expressed sympathy for taking in
refugees. Some were highly discerning about the distinction between freedom of
movement and the refugee crisis.
‘The thing is, the refugee crisis and the European movement are two
different issues, really.’
Peterborough

In terms of challenges for Leave campaigners, we discussed the argument that
rejecting free movement would mean reduced access to the EU single market.
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For most participants, the response was one of confusion: many were uncertain or
unconvinced about the benefits of the single market.
‘I don’t think any of us really know enough about the trade situation.’
Peterborough

We then discussed the argument that Britain leaving the EU – even exiting free
movement rules – would not lead to a significant reduction in migration levels. This
was broadly met with hostility in each of our groups. Some participants responded
that they were more concerned about having control over who could migrate to the
UK rather than the exact numbers. Others who said that they wanted EU migration
to fall were unconvinced by claims that EU migration levels would remain high in the
event of the UK leaving the EU and opting out of free movement, countering that
such arguments were hard to believe and defeatist.
‘That’s the [argument] I find hardest to believe – that if you did stop
freedom of movement we’d still have a problem with migration.’
Peterborough

Similarly, our participants were for the most part not convinced by the argument
that leaving the EU and restricting EU migration would endanger the rights of
Britons living in other EU countries. Generally, participants felt that British people
wouldn’t be affected by the UK exiting the EU – and in particular thought that
Britons currently living in the rest of the EU would be protected, just as EU migrants
living in the UK would be safe from deportation. Others believed that restrictions
on UK nationals’ rights to live and work in other EU countries would be a price
worth paying for restricting freedom of movement. According to some participants,
tougher rules for Britons looking to move elsewhere in the EU would be fair, just as
they would be for EU migrants coming to the UK:
‘If you choose to go and live in another country surely that’s down to you
… You go by their rules, live by their rules, integrate with them, because
that’s where you want to be.’
Peterborough

\\\
This briefing is designed to inform the debate on freedom of movement ahead of the
EU referendum by summarising the key evidence and data on freedom of movement
and exploring public attitudes to EU migration. Immigration is likely to play an
important part in the decision of many voters and, whatever the outcome of the
referendum, the result is almost certain to have an important impact on immigration
policy in the years to come. It is therefore crucial that, as voters make their decision,
the debate on immigration and free movement is an informed and constructive one.
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ANNEX: NOTES ON METHODOLOGY

Methodology for primary data analysis

For our primary data analysis in the data section of the report, we have appended
together four datasets from the Quarterly Labour Force Survey: January–March
2015, April–May 2015, June–September 2015, and October–December 2015. We
have selected EU migrants by using the ‘Nationality’ variable (NATOX7) to select
all respondents who are nationals of EU countries other than the UK. Our analysis
focused on those aged between 16 and 64.

Selection process for deliberative focus groups

In order to screen for our focus groups, we screened for respondents who were
aged 40 and older. We also asked respondents the following question:
All citizens of EU countries have the right to live and work in other countries
within the EU, including the UK. Do you think…
(a) These rules are definitely a good thing – EU citizens should have the right
to live anywhere in the EU
(b) These rules are mostly good but there are some downsides – the EU
should try to make changes but if it can’t find agreement it should keep
things as they are
(c) These rules are mostly bad but there are some benefits – the EU should
try to make changes but if it can’t find agreement it should get rid of the
rules altogether
(d) These rules are definitely a bad thing – EU countries should scrap these
rules and decide for themselves who to let in
(e) Don’t know
We then screened for respondents who answered either (b), (c) or (e).
In total, after the selection process, we spoke to 18 participants in Glasgow (split
into two groups), 16 participants in Havering (split into three groups), and 13
participants in Peterborough (split into three groups).
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