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The U.K.’s potential departure from the European Union has been the biggest 
political issue in British media and policy debate join 2016 so far. In many 
respects the referendum on EU membership has often looked much more like a 
referendum on the U.K.’s migration policy, and on the role of the EU as a source of 
migrants to UK.

In late 2015 and early 2016 the Centre on Migration, Policy and Society (COMPAS) 
organised a series of breakfast briefings to explore some of the key facets of the 
migration component of the Brexit debate. Leading thinkers from the University 
of Oxford and elsewhere shared thoughts on the labour market, legal, security, 
human rights and welfare dimensions of the Brexit debate.

This short document summarises some of the key points discussed by:

Professor Jonathan Wadsworth, Senior Research Fellow at the London School of Economics 
and Royal Holloway, University of London
Jonathan discussed the labour market impacts of EU migration, concluding that research has 
found little evidence of large adverse labour market effects on the UK-born population as a 
result of rising EU immigration. Nor was there much evidence of large gains.

Dr Catherine Costello, Andrew W Mellon Associate Professor of Human Rights and Refugee 
Law at the Refugee Studies Centre, University of Oxford 
Catherine discussed the implications a Brexit would have on refugee law in the UK, noting 
that an advantage of EU membership is that the UK already has a relationship of selective 
participation, and can opt in at an early stage in order to take part of the negotiation of 
measures. (summary text not currently available)

Dr Martin Ruhs, Associate Professor of Political Economy at the University of Oxford 
Department for Continuing Education, 
Martin questioned whether free movement and broad access to the welfare state were 
compatible, suggesting that to be politically sustainable in the long run, EU laws and policies 
need to take more account of variations in their national effects for individual member states.

Madeleine Sumption and Dr Carlos Vargas-Silva of the Migration Observatory at the 
University of Oxford
Madeleine and Carlos discussed changes in patterns of immigration to the UK that could occur 
in certain Brexit scenarios, noting that if the UK did introduce admission requirements for EU 
nationals after leaving the EU, the requirements for work visas would be particularly significant 
since a majority of EU nationals coming to the UK report doing so for work.

James Kearney, Senior Programme Manager at Institute of Strategic Dialogue 
James discussed the security implications of Brexit, noting that no clear answers had emerged, 
and that political stance and belief continue to supersede a deeper analysis of the relative 
usefulness that membership of the European Union provides, and the positive or negative 
qualities of the instruments contained therein.
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EU migration and welfare benefits: Is 
unrestricted labour immigration compatible 
with an inclusive welfare state?

Breakfast Briefing 43, December 2015
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The free movement of workers is one of the 
fundamental freedoms of the European Union 
(EU). It gives citizens of EU countries the right 
to move freely and take up employment in 
any other EU country and – as long as they are 
“workers” – the right to full and equal access to 
the host country’s welfare state.

This combination of unrestricted intra-EU 
migration and equal access to national welfare 
states for EU workers is an important exception to 
the tension and trade-off between immigration 
and access to social rights that characterizes the 
labour immigration policies of most high-income 
countries (including many European countries’ 
policies for admitting workers from outside the 
EU, see Ruhs 2013).

EU member states have in recent years been 
engaged in a highly divisive political debate about 
the sustainability of this ‘EU exceptionalism’ 
in the future. A group of member states, most 
notably the UK but also including Denmark and 
the Netherlands, have called for more restricted 
access for EU workers to welfare benefits. At 
the same time, some other member states and 
the European Commission have expressed their 
scepticism and, in some cases, outright objection 
to calls for reforming free movement insisting 
that the current policy of unrestricted access 
to labour markets and full and equal access to 
welfare states for EU workers must continue. 

The current debates about the future of 
free movement raise a number of important 
research questions: What explains the shifting 
domestic politics of free movement across 

different EU countries? Why are some member 
states much more concerned about the EU’s 
“exceptionalism” with regard to immigration and 
access to the welfare state for EU workers than 
others? And what are the implications for the 
political sustainability of the current rules for 
free movement in the future? To address these 
questions, a wide range of factors would need 
to be considered including differences relating 
to institutions, interest groups, ideas, socio-
economic conditions and public opinion as well 
as variations in policy-making processes across 
different EU member states.

My recent COMPAS working paper (Ruhs 2015) 
– which is the first output of my larger research 
project on EU migration, labour markets and 
welfare states – makes a first contribution to 
this new research agenda. It focuses on two 
key factors that, I argue, can help explain the 
scale and economic effects of EU immigration 
as well as potentially explain the differential 
policy concerns about free movement across EU 
member states. These two factors are the nature 
of the national labour market and the type of 
the national welfare state, both of which vary 
considerably across different EU member states. 

In a free movement area with unrestricted 
labour migration across countries, the nature 
of the labour market plays an important role in 
shaping the scale of immigration in particular 
countries. More flexible labour markets tend 
to attract more migrant workers, especially for 
employment in lower-waged jobs, than more 
regulated labour markets. At the same time, the 
nature of the welfare state, especially the extent 

Photo: Marek Olszewski, COMPAS Visual Arts Competition 2014



for the EU as a whole (i.e. for all EU citizens), the 
relatively greater costs incurred from immigration 
by selected member states, especially those with 
flexible labour markets and less contributory 
welfare states, will be less important as these 
costs will be easily offset by the very large gains 
that employment abroad generates for EU 
migrants and their families. It is not unreasonable 
to hypothesise that Ireland may be an example 
of this approach. Despite its similarity to the 
UK in terms of labour market flexibility and 
contributory basis of the welfare state, Ireland 
has not been among the most vocal advocates for 
reforming the current rules for free movement. 

If, on the other hand, there are strong domestic 
political pressures to increase the net benefits 
from free movement for individual member 
states – as it is currently the case in the UK – the 
tension between unrestricted immigration and 
equal access to the welfare state can become a 
problem that threatens the political sustainability 
of free movement. My own assessment (which 
is necessarily subjective and surely influenced by 
the fact that I have been an EU migrant in EU-
sceptical Britain for the past 20 years!) is that, 
to be politically sustainable in the long run, EU 
laws and policies need to take more and not less 
account of (variations in) their national effects for 
individual member states. 

Key references: 

• Ruhs, M. (2015) Is unrestricted immigration 
compatible with inclusive welfare states? 
The (un)sustainability of EU exceptionalism’, 
COMPAS Working Paper No. WP-15-125, 
COMPAS, Oxford. 

• Ruhs, M (2013) The Price of Rights: 
Regulating International Labor Migration, 
Princeton University Press,  
www.priceofrights.com 

COMPAS Breakfast Briefings present topical, cutting edge research 
on migration and migration related issues. This research is made 
accessible every month to an audience of policy makers and other 
research users.

to which it provides non-contributory benefits, 
impacts on the net fiscal contribution that new 
migrants make. In countries with welfare systems 
characterized by a high share of non-contributory 
benefits, low-skilled immigration will, ceteris 
paribus, create a smaller net fiscal benefit (or 
greater net loss) than in countries with welfare 
states that include a greater share of contributory 
benefits, at least in the short run. 

The key argument at this stage of my research 
project is a conceptual one: in countries that 
have both a relatively flexible labour market 
and a relatively non-contributory welfare state 
(and the exploratory empirical analysis in Ruhs 
2015 suggests that this is the case in the UK and 
Ireland) ‘free movement’ can generate specific 
fiscal costs and economic tensions that are not 
present, at least not to the same degree, in 
countries characterised by more regulated labour 
markets and/or more contributory welfare states. 
These specific costs and economic tensions have 
the potential to undermine the domestic political 
support for the free movement of EU workers, 
thus threatening the political sustainability of the 
current rules for intra-EU migration among the 28 
member states.  

Whether and to what extent this potential threat 
results in actual political pressure for policy 
change in countries with relatively flexible labour 
markets and relatively non-contributory welfare 
states depends on a range of factors related to 
the domestic politics of immigration. I argue that 
a key factor is whether, and to what degree, it 
is possible for national policy-makers to justify 
and defend the current rules for free movement 
based on the “collective impacts on the EU as 
a whole” (i.e. in terms of the impacts on all EU 
citizens as a group) rather than just (or primarily) 
in terms of the “national” effects for their 
citizens.

If there is widespread agreement within the 
domestic policy spheres of EU member states 
that the primary (or at least an important) aim of 
free movement is to maximize the net benefits 

About the speaker: Martin Ruhs is Associate 
Professor in Political Economy at the Oxford 
University Department for Continuing Education, 
and a COMPAS Affiliate.
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Brexit and the UK Labour Market

Breakfast Briefing 44, February 2016
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No one can predict with any degree of certainty 
what the labour market consequences of the UK 
leaving the European Union would be. There are 
so many policy options, institutional factors and 
their interactions that determine labour market 
performance, which may play out in different ways 
(visa quotas, residency requirements, corporate 
behaviour, trade agreements, reaction in other 
countries, to name but a few), that to try to 
anticipate every possible scenario would be heroic 
in the extreme.

So can anything be said? Perhaps one way is to 
set out the facts as we know them with regard to 
the position of EU-nationals living and working in 
the UK and the effects so far, if any, on the labour 
market prospects of UK nationals. Knowing what 
happened when EU migration to the UK increased 
might give a hint as to what could happen if EU 
immigration turned into forced emigration.

Every year, for the last 10 years or so, net migration 
from the EU has averaged 100,000 individuals. In 
the last few years inflows have risen noticeably 
above this average. The result of these inflows, 
and those from earlier years, is that there are (in 
2015) around 3.3 million EU-nationals living in the 
UK, of which around 2.7 million are aged 16+ and 
2 million are in work.1  Two million is around 6% 
of all employed. EU-nationals also comprise 5% 
of all unemployed and 3% of the (non-student) 
inactive including retirees. So, because EU migrants 
are younger and the majority are in work, EU 
immigrants “pay their way”, i.e. they generate 
more in taxes than they receive in welfare benefits  
- more so than the UK-born population or non-EU 
nationals (see Dustmann and Frattini 2014). 

While some 30% of employed EU-nationals are 
Polish, the nationalities of the rest are quite evenly 
spread across the other 26 member countries. 
Over ¾ of these EU-nationals had been resident 
for more than four years. This may become 
relevant if EU-nationals were made to apply for 
leave to remain after five years in work. Another 
issue that may well be relevant in the near future 
is the numbers claiming welfare benefits. Data 
on benefit recipients by nationality are hard to 
come by. Equally, the rules on claiming apply to 
households, not individuals. The Labour Force 
Survey (LFS) asks individuals to list the types of 
benefits they receive, but this is known to under-
estimate the true total. According to the LFS some 
10% of employed tax credit claimants are EU 
nationals.2 

EU-Nationals 
in work are 
quite evenly 
spread 
throughout 
the country 
(outside 
London),  
occupations 
and 
industries, 
with a 
notable 
exception in 
manufact-
uring. Around 30% of those working in the food 
manufacturing sector are, currently, EU-nationals, 
most of whom are engaged in elementary 
processing work. 

Photo David Shaw, COMPAS Visual Arts Competition 2015

1.  The focus is on EU-nationals (self-defined) rather than country of 
birth, since any decision to restrict entry would presumably be based 
on nationality and not country of birth.

2.  House of Commons (2014) gives HMRC estimates that 8% of 2014 in 
work tax credit households were EU families – though this figure can 
include (an unknown) number of households with a mix of UK and EU 
nationals. A similar EU proportion holds among  single claimants.

Industry EU 
workforce

% share 
in 
industry

Non-EU 
immigrant 
workforce

% share 
in 
industry

Agriculture 20,000 5.4 10,000 3.3

Energy 20,000 4.3 30,000 5.2

Manufacturing 310,000 10.4 210,000 10.4

Construction 160,000 7.1 120,000 5.5

Retail, 
hospitality

440,000 7.7 640,000 11.1

Transport 210,000 7.4 400,000 14.1

Finance 340,000 6.4 560,000 10.6

Public admin. 380,000 4.1 960,000 10.4

Other services 90,000 4.8 160,000 8.6

Total 2.0 million 6.3 3.1 million 10.0

EU-nationals by industry



is little association with real wage growth. Wages 
of UK-born workers grew – or rather, on average 
fell – over this period at much the same rates 
in areas with lots of EU immigration as in areas 
where the rate of EU immigration was lower.   

So what is to be made of this? There is little 
evidence of large adverse labour market effects 
on the UK-born population caused by rising EU 
immigration. Nor is there much evidence of large 
gains. Leaving the EU might attenuate population 
growth (and hence GDP), but the effects on the 
labour market are not that easy to predict without 
more details on the type of institutions and 
regulations that would emerge in the wake of a UK 
exit.

References
• Dustmann, C. and Frattini, T. “The Fiscal Effects of 

Immigration to the UK.” The Economic Journal 124 
(2014): F593-F643.

• House of Commons (2014)  “Statistics on 
migrants and benefits”, House of Commons Note 
Standard http://researchbriefings.parliament.uk/
ResearchBriefing/Summary/SN06955

COMPAS Breakfast Briefings present topical, cutting edge research 
on migration and migration related issues. This research is made 
accessible every month to an audience of policy makers and other 
research users.

Effects on UK-Born
Many people worry about rising immigration 
because they think it results in competition for 
jobs and downward pressure on wages. This 
thinking tends to neglect the fact that rising 
immigration raises demand (for food, clothes etc.) 
and so it is not a given that employment or wages 
of UK nationals will fall. That said, estimating the 
causal effects of rising EU immigration is not an 
easy task. Any estimate is likely to be an average 
that conceals losses and gains for some. The two 
graphs below are therefore merely suggestive 
of the likely link between EU immigration and 
unemployment and wage rates of UK-born 
workers. 

The graphs show the change in the unemployment 
rate for UK-born workers against the change in 
the EU-national population share in each of 60 UK 
local labour market areas over the period 2004 
to 2012 – the period in which unemployment 
rose from its lowest point to its highest point for 
twenty years, and a period in which we might 
expect any adverse effects to emerge. Looking at 
the change over time conceals many features of 
the local labour market which could also explain 
unemployment performance. There are other 
factors that could also change over time, so the 
graphs are simply illustrative. Looking at the first 
graph, it is hard to say that unemployment of 
UK-born workers grew any faster in areas that 
experienced more EU immigration. Similarly, there 

About the speaker: Jonathan Wadsworth is 
Senior Research Fellow at Royal Holloway College 
and the Centre for Economic Performance, LSE
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Potential implications of admission criteria 
for EU nationals coming to the UK

Breakfast Briefing 46, May 2016
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In the debate over the UK’s membership of the 
European Union (EU), the question of how EU exit 
could affect migration levels has been a major 
point of contention. However, it is not possible 
to know how exactly a vote to leave the EU 
would affect migration to the UK, both because 
forecasting migration under any policy regime 
is difficult, and because the policies that would 
follow a vote to leave the EU are not known in 
advance. 

EU exit could mean tighter controls on the 
migration of EU nationals, but free movement 
could also remain largely unaffected if the UK were 
to follow a model such as that of Norway, which is 
not a member of the EU but has access to the EU 

single market as part of the European Economic 
Area (EEA). If the UK did introduce admission 
requirements for EU nationals after leaving the EU, 
however, the requirements for work visas would 
be particularly significant since a majority of EU 
nationals coming to the UK report doing so for 
work. 

There is no reason to assume that any admission 
requirements imposed on EU citizens after a 
vote to leave the EU would be the same as the 
ones that currently apply to non-EU nationals. 
These policies were designed to regulate non-EU 
migration in a very different environment, in which 
EU nationals did not face restrictions on migration 
for work. Nonetheless, even if we do not know 

exactly which criteria would be in 
place if the UK imposed admission 
requirements on EU citizens, it 
is reasonable to assume that 
the skill level of the job would 
continue to be an important part 
of any selection scheme in the 
future. As a result, it is possible 
to draw broad conclusions about 
the industries, occupations and 
regions in which the implications 
of introducing admission 
requirements would be more 
significant.

The UK’s current labour 
immigration policies for non-EU 
nationals place a strong emphasis 
on the skill level of the job when 
determining their eligibility for 
an employer to sponsor them to 
come to the UK for work. With 

Figure 1 – Share (%) of employees working in graduate level occupations 
and earning at least £20,000 or £30,000, by industry category, 2015Chart	provided	by	www.migrationobservatory.ox.ac.uk
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Notes: based on analysis of the LFS 2015: Q1-Q4. Includes both full-time and part-time employees. 
Graduate-level jobs are defined using the 4-digit Standard Occupational Classification (SOC) from 
the government’s Codes of Practice for Tier 2 visas.



COMPAS Breakfast Briefings present topical, cutting edge research 
on migration and migration related issues. This research is made 
accessible every month to an audience of policy makers and other 
research users.

About the speakers: Madeleine Sumption is Director 
and Carlos Vargas-Silva is a Senior Researcher at the 
Migration Observatory

Chart	provided	by	www.migrationobservatory.ox.ac.uk
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narrow exceptions for occupations deemed to face 
a shortage of workers, Tier 2 visas are currently 
available to workers in graduate-level jobs that 
pay at least £20,800. In 2015, most employee jobs 
in the UK labour market did not meet the criteria 
for skilled work visas. Specifically, about 25% of 
all employees in the UK labour market were in 
graduate jobs paying at least £20,000 per year - a 
threshold which is close to the current Tier 2 work 
visa requirements. 

Examining differences between industries and UK 
regions: 

• Skill-based selection criteria would affect 
employers’ ability to sponsor EU workers in 
some industries much more than others. The 
“agriculture, forestry and 
fishing” industry category and 
the “distribution, hotels and 
restaurants” sector had the 
lowest shares of employees 
in graduate jobs paying at 
least £20,000 in 2015 (4% and 
6%, respectively), while the 
shares were highest in “public 
administration, education and 
health” (33%) and “banking 
and finance” (34%) industry 
categories. 

• Some of the occupations and 
industries in which employers 
have relied most on workers 
from EU countries in recent 
years are those in which the 
smallest shares of jobs are 
currently eligible for work visas. Most notably, 
the distribution, hotels and restaurants 
industry category is the largest employer of 
EU born workers, but only 6% of all employees 
in this sector were in graduate jobs paying at 
least £20,000 in 2015.

Figure 2 – Share (%) of employees working in graduate level occupations 
and earning at least £20,000 or £30,000, by UK region, 2015

• The implications of skill-based selection for 
UK regions would also vary. Employee jobs 
in London and the South East are most likely 
to be graduate occupations paying at least 
£20,000, while Wales and the North East 
regions had lower shares of these jobs. 

Despite uncertainty about future immigration 
policies, it is clear that there are scenarios in 
which admission requirements for EU nationals 
would represent a substantial departure from the 
status quo. It is also clear that in any selection 
system based on earnings and proposed 
occupation, there would be large differences 
in the implications for different industries, 
occupations and, to a lesser extent, regions. 

Notes: based on analysis of the LFS 2015: Q1-Q4. Includes both full-time and part-time employees.
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The Security Implications of Brexit

Breakfast Briefing 47, May 2016
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The UK will hold a referendum on 23rd June to 
decide if it will stay in or leave the European 
Union, perhaps the greatest political decision 
the country will have made since joining the 
community. The Financial Times’ 8th May ‘poll of 
polls’ shows the gap narrowing over the past year 
between the yes and no camps, to the present 
point where the difference is in low single digits. 

The debates for leaving or remaining will become 
ever more vociferous the closer we get to the 
referendum proper, debates that often obfuscate 
rather than deliver greater clarity, both in the 
UK and within the greater European Union and 
European Commission institutions. 

Among the arguments currently raging across 
the European debate, one of the most hotly 
contested is that surrounding security. Emphasis 
has been placed on the fact that the UK is safer 
as part of the EU, or that EU membership offers 
little advantage – that membership of it neither 
keeps terrorism at bay, or adds little added value 
other than being able to network with other EU 
countries. 

Richard Walton, former head of Counter Terrorism 
Command at New Scotland Yard, 2011-15, stated 

in a Telegraph article of 26th February, “from my 
own experience as head of the Counter Terrorism 
Command, I’d say that Britain’s security depends 
on many different factors – but membership of the 
EU is not necessarily one of them”. 

The stark divisions have also been demonstrated 
in the strictly military camps, with General Sir 
Mike Jackson, a former head of the army, stating 
that there is a security dimension to the EU, “but 
in my mind it is more of a policing and judicial 
matter rather than a military matter. The military 
dimension is provided by NATO.” General Lord 
Stirrup, a former Chief of the Defence Staff, has 
commented that although he doesn’t “carry a 
torch for the European Union at all…one has to 
look at the realistic alternative, not just the World 
as we wish it to be. In light of the current threats 
like ISIL, Russia and other threats that might 
emerge you have to think about how we secure 
our society”.

At the ‘lower’ end of the security spectrum, 
many have voiced their fears that exit from 
the European Union would necessarily end the 
UK’s involvement in, for example, the European 
Arrest Warrant (EAW), a mechanism by which 
individuals wanted in relation to significant crimes 
are extradited between EU member states to 
face prosecution or to serve a prison sentence 
for an existing conviction. Before the EAW was 
introduced extradition used to take an average of 
one year, but now that has been cut to an average 
of 48 days, the European Commission says. A 
suspect must be handed over within a maximum 
of 90 days after arrest. In cases where a suspect 
agrees to surrender the average extradition time is 
16 days. 

However it is worth stating that a report by the 
campaign group Fair Trials International in May 
2011 said EAWs “are being issued for minor 

Michael Sagatis,COMPAS Visual Arts Competition 2015



on the EU and the police cooperation capabilities 
it offers, “it would make the UK’s job harder, I 
think, to protect the citizens from terrorism and 
organized crime”. He accepted that the UK “could 
choose different immigration and visa policies” 
upon leaving the EU but said the country would 
remain vulnerable to “clandestine criminal 
networks smuggling people” if it was in or out.

Meanwhile, Eurojust, established in 2002, was 
created to improve handling of serious cross-
border and organized crime by stimulating 
investigative and prosecutorial co-ordination 
among agencies of the EU Member States. Kier 
Starmer QC, former director of the Director of 
Public Prosecutions in the UK, has commented 
that the UK’s involvement in Eurojust provided 
many benefits with the coordination meetings 
being the most important. He also considered 
Eurojust to be good value for money, costing the 
UK a relatively modest £360,000 per annum. Costs 
would be much greater if the UK were to rely upon 
a network of bilateral liaison magistrates in each 
country instead of the centralised liaison facilities 
made available in The Hague. Theresa May has 
commented on the fact that it is difficult to 
indicate Eurojust’s degree of effectiveness based 
upon the casework data that was available. 

The lack of consensus around whether an 
instrument such as Eurojust is useful further 
highlights the polarisation in opinion around 
the added value provided by mechanism and 
instruments within the European Union and 
through the EC. Like figures used by the opposing 
parties in the Scottish referendum debate, 
political stance and belief continues to supersede 
a deeper analysis of the relative usefulness that 
membership of the European Union provides, 
and the positive or negative qualities of the 
instruments contained therein. By the 24th 
June the UK will have to begin dealing with the 
consequences either way. 

COMPAS Breakfast Briefings present topical, cutting edge research 
on migration and migration related issues. This research is made 
accessible every month to an audience of policy makers and other 
research users.

offences and without proper consideration of 
whether extradition is proportionate”. That concern 
was echoed by the European Commission itself, 
which said the use of EAWs for minor offences had 
undermined confidence in the system. In any case, 
politicians such as Lord Howard have commented 
that the UK would undoubtedly agree to an 
equivalent mechanism with European Union states 
and the European Commission. 

Similarly, many have argued that the UK has a 
unique and successful counter-terrorism machine, 
something ‘envied across the world’. The UK 
routinely shares intelligence across international 
boundaries and Brexit would not affect this. 
The European security organisations – Europol 
and the Schengen Information System – many 
have argued, are useful, but not essential. Some 
arguments maintain that Europol is largely 
irrelevant to day-to-day operations within the 
counter-terrorism sphere, and the Schengen 
Information System does not necessarily control 
the movement of terrorists across borders, nor do 
you have to be in the EU to use it.

The Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant, meanwhile, 
is exploiting weaknesses across Europe – porous 
borders, free movement of firearms, limited 
police engagement with minority communities, 
little joined up intelligence – which all agree need 
addressing urgently to prevent the next attacks.

In the UK, however, the border (for obvious 
reasons) is less porous, there are few illegal 
firearms in circulation, and the UK invests heavily 
in building the confidence of communities to 
report suspicious behaviour. The UK also leads in 
collaboration between its intelligence agencies 
and the counter-terrorism police network. Would 
it really make any difference to the security of the 
UK border if the country were to leave the EU? 
Crucially, countries such as Turkey and Jordan are 
crucial to the fight against, for example, ISIL. Both 
have been successfully engaged by the UK, both 
are outside the European Union. 

Conversely, on 22nd February, Europol Director 
Rob Wainwright said that if the UK turns its back 
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