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STRATEGIC LABOUR MARKET GROUP: MIGRATION ADVISORY COMMITTEE 
REPORT 
 
Introduction 
 

 
1. The Migration Advisory Committee (MAC) is an advisory Non-Departmental Public 

Body sponsored by the Home Office. It was established in 2007 and provides 
expert advice to the UK Government on migration issues.   

 
2. The MAC undertakes inquiries and publishes reports following commissions from 

the Home Secretary. In September the MAC published two significant reports: 

 Impact of International Students in the UK  

 EEA migration in the UK 
The EEA migration report focusses on the economic impact of EEA migration and 
includes recommendations for the UK’s future work immigration system.   

 
3. The UK Government has committed to set out further details on a future 

immigration system in a White Paper with the aim of implementing that scheme 
from 2021.  

 
Evidence to the Migration Advisory Committee 
 
 

4. The Scottish Government published a paper in October 2017 setting out evidence 
on the positive impact of EEA migration to Scotland’s population, economy and 
rural communities. Workers from other EU countries are making a vital contribution 
to the Scottish economy across a wide range of sectors.  
 

5. All of the projected increase in Scotland’s population over the next 25 years is 
projected to come from migration. Any reduction in EU migration could therefore 
have a serious impact on Scotland’s population growth and its demographic 
composition. Population growth is uneven across communities with many rural and 
island communities facing specific challenges.  
 

6. The Scottish Government’s evidence argued that Scotland’s distinct demographic, 
rural and economic needs required a solution tailored to those needs.   

 
7. The Scottish Government continues to believe that maintaining free movement of 

persons, as part of the single market, is in the best interests of the United Kingdom 
as a whole and of Scotland. EU citizens make a vital contribution to Scotland’s 
economy, communities and public services. 

 
Migration Advisory Committee Recommendations 
 
International Students  
 
 

8. In the International Students report the MAC set out 8 recommendations including 
that international students should not be removed from the net migration statistics 
and an extension of the post-study leave period to 6 months for Master’s students. 
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The MAC did not recommend a separate post-study work visa despite this being a 
key theme in the evidence they received.   
 

EEA report – Impact of Migration 
 

9. The evidence provided to the MAC and highlighted in the final report supports the 
Scottish Government’s long standing argument about the positive impact of 
migration. The report is clear that migration has had no or little impact on overall 
employment and unemployment outcomes or on training; that it was not a major 
determinate on the wages of UK born workers and the evidence suggests that 
migration has a positive impact on productivity and innovation (especially higher 
skilled migrants). EEA migrants pay more in taxes than they receive in benefits and 
contribute more to the health service and social care than they consume. The MAC 
found that migration does not impact crime and there was no evidence to suggest 
that migrants are linked to any increases in crime in England and Wales.  
 

EEA Report - Recommendations 
 

10. The MAC made 14 recommendations in their EEA report (attached at Annex A) 
including that there should be no preferential system for EU citizens, on the 
assumption that UK immigration policy would not be included in the agreement with 
the EU, and that the system should be reconfigured to focus on skills.  
 

11. It is important to note that in relation to the question of a preferential system for EU 
citizens the MAC were very clear that they considered the question of a future 
migration system in isolation. They did not therefore consider the relationship 
between free trade and freedom of movement.  
 

12. In reshaping the immigration system to focus on skills the MAC noted that the 
existing Tier 2 scheme provides a useful template for a work permit scheme 
although they did acknowledge the criticisms of the administrative burdens the 
scheme imposes. On balance they recommended that the existing salary threshold 
of £30,000 should be retained while acknowledging that this salary threshold would 
be difficult, but not impossible, to meet for medium skilled jobs. The MAC 
recommend that the existing Tier 2 cap should be removed. 
 

13. The MAC acknowledged that the Immigration Skills Charge was disliked by 
employers, that the ‘skills’ part of the name was misleading and it should be more 
accurately described as the ‘Immigration Charge’. However, despite this the MAC 
did not propose abolishing it but rather that it should be retained and indeed 
extended to cover EEA citizens in any new immigration system. 
 

14. On the question of low skilled migration the MAC did not consider that a low-skilled 
migration route was required and did not recommend introducing separate 
employer-led sector-based routes (with the possible exception of the limited 
seasonal agriculture workers pilot which the UK Government had already 
announced ) for low-skilled migrants. 
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IPPR Analysis 
 
15. Analysis undertaken by IPPR suggests that under the MAC’s proposals around 

75% of the UK’s current EU workforce would not have been eligible. Professor 
David Bell has estimated that the figure for Scotland is closer to 79%. 

 
16. These proposed changes will have a disproportionate impact on certain industries. 

IPPR estimate that 97% of EU employees in the hotel and restaurant industry 
would be excluded; 95% in transport and storage and 92% in wholesale and retail. 
These proposals have understandably caused real concern among employers 
 

UK Government Response to the MAC 
 
 

17. In response to the MAC reports, the Home Secretary and the Prime Minister have 
both indicated their support for a system focused on skills which does not give 
priority to EU citizens. Media reports suggest that the Cabinet has signed off an 
approach to migration which reflects the recommendations from the MAC. 
 

Scottish Government Response to the MAC  
 

18. In responding to the MAC report Ben Macpherson, the Minister for Europe, 
Migration and International Development noted that the report would be a 
disappointment to businesses and employers across Scotland. Responses from 
employers across Scotland indicated that they wanted a system which recognised 
the importance of EEA citizens; which was simple and low cost and which met the 
needs of their sector. The recommendations from the MAC will not deliver such a 
system. 

 
British Future Report 
 
19. On 17 September British Futures published their national conversation on 

immigration which included 48 recommendations on how to build confidence in the 
UK immigration system and improve performance. The report is substantial and 
includes a number of interesting messages about public attitudes to migration.  

 
20. While on-line and public discussion on immigration is dominated by the extremes 

British Futures reported that the majority of people are described as balancers. 
They want immigration to be controlled but they want a system that is fair to 
migrants and to receiving communities. The report notes that calls for ‘flexibility, 
compassion and humane immigration regulations’ were common’.  
 

21. The report noted that employers expressed concern about the difficulty in recruiting 
and the challenges of navigating the immigration system. The Home Office was 
described by respondents as not being business friendly; the immigration skills 
charge as ineffective; and the Tier 2 route as time-consuming and bureaucratic 
being especially burdensome for small businesses. 
 

22. British Futures also identified a lack of public trust in the Government’s handling of 
immigration with only 15% of people surveyed by ICM thinking that the Government 
had managed immigration into the UK competently and fairly. That same survey 
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found that nearly two-thirds of people in Scotland (64%) agree that the devolved 
governments in Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland should have the powers to 
decide how many visas are issued for people who want to work in these parts of 
the UK. 55% of people across the UK agreed with such a proposal. 

 
Scottish Government approach  
 
 

23. Currently immigration policy is a reserved matter. Scottish Government published 
a paper in February setting out a range of proposals including changes to the UK-
wide policy and systems which would benefit Scotland and other parts of the UK. 
Scottish Government highlighted five areas where the UK Government should 
revise their policy: 

 Net migration target; 

 Family migration; 

 Immigration skills charge; 

 Scotland shortage occupation list; and  

 Post-study work visa. 
In addition the paper set out how a tailored migration system for Scotland, within a UK 
framework, could operate. 
 
24. The Migration Advisory Committee provides important evidence on the positive 

impact of migration. In addition to the perspective provided by the MAC the Scottish 
Government has established an Expert Advisory Group on Migration and 
Population to consider the implications for areas of devolved responsibility in 
Scotland. The Group will be chaired by Professor Christina Boswell. Professor 
Boswell is Professor of Politics and Dean of Research in the College of Arts, 
Humanities and Social Sciences at the University of Edinburgh, she is also chair 
of the RSE Working Group on Immigration and Diversity. 
 

25. Mr Macpherson has held a number of meetings with representatives of Scottish 
business to discuss their migration needs and reaction to the MAC report. 
 

Key discussion points 
 

 It would be helpful to discuss the potential impact of the MAC’s 
recommendations. What impact will the proposed changes to the immigration 
rules have?  
 

 Are there specific issues which were not considered by the MAC which are 
particularly relevant? 
 

 What recommendations would you have wanted to see in the MAC report? 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
October 2018  
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ANNEX A 
 
Summary of MAC recommendations for work migration post-Brexit  
 
1. General principle behind migration policy changes should be to make it easier for 
higher-skilled workers to migrate to the UK than lower-skilled workers.  
 
2. No preference for EU citizens, on the assumption UK immigration policy not 
included in agreement with EU.  
 
3. Abolish the cap on the number of migrants under Tier 2 (General).   
 
4. Tier 2 (General) to be open to all jobs at RQF3 and above. Shortage Occupation 
List will be fully reviewed in our next report in response to the SOL Commission.  
 
5. Maintain existing salary thresholds for all migrants in Tier 2.   
 
6. Retain but review the Immigration Skills Charge.  
 
7. Consider abolition of the Resident Labour Market Test. If not abolished, extend the 
numbers of migrants who are exempt through lowering the salary required for 
exemption.  
 
8. Review how the current sponsor licensing system works for small and medium-
sized businesses.   
 
9. Consult more systematically with users of the visa system to ensure it works as 
smoothly as possible.  
 
10. For lower-skilled workers avoid Sector-Based Schemes (with the potential 
exception of a Seasonal Agricultural Workers scheme)   
 
11. If a SAWS scheme is reintroduced, ensure upward pressure on wages via an 
agricultural minimum wage to encourage increases in productivity.   
 
12. If a “backstop” is considered necessary to fill low-skilled roles extend the Tier 5 
Youth Mobility Scheme.   
 
13. Monitor and evaluate the impact of migration policies.  
 
14. Pay more attention to managing the consequences of migration at a local level 


