
The economic impact of the almost 
one million Eastern Europeans, who 
are currently resident in the United 
Kingdom according to the Office for 
National Statistics (ONS), has recently 
stirred controversy in the British 
press.
 ‘A coincidence?’, wonders 
the Daily Mail in a recent headline, 
‘Youth unemployment rises 450,000 
in the time it takes 600,000 migrant 
workers to flock to the UK’; while in 
another headline the next day it con-
tradicts this with ‘Migrants are NOT 
keeping Brits out of work, new study 
claims’. A BBC Online article that was 
headlined ‘Youth unemployment link 
to immigration rise questioned’, in its 
lead stated, “There is probably a link 
between rising levels of youth unem-
ployment in Britain and an increase 
in migration from Eastern Europe, a 
report suggests.”
 The topic of whether Eastern 
Europeans take on jobs that could be 
acquired by the British unemployed 
has been on the agenda since 2004, 
when A8 nationals, namely people 
from Hungary, Poland, Czech Repub-
lic, Latvia, Lithuania, Estonia, Slove-
nia and Slovakia, gained the right to 
freedom of movement within the 
European Union and thus the right 
to work in the UK without a work 
permit. The debate was magnified by 
the economic recession when British 
unemployment rates soared, reach-
ing a 12-year high in November last 
year, according to the ONS.
 A 2011 Ispsos Mori survey 
commissioned by the Migration Ob-
servatory revealed that seven out of 
ten Britons are against immigration. 
Their report, put together to assess 
the findings of the survey, suggests 
that Britons want to see the low-
skilled European immigration, the 
group that A8 migrants are associ-
ated with, reduced.
 According to another survey, 
called Transatlantic Trends 2011, 58% 
of British respondents held the view 
that immigrants took jobs away from 
native workers.
 One of the biggest advocates 
of A8 nationals’ negative impact on 
the British economy is campaign 
group Migration Watch UK, who 
produced the report that was the 
basis for the Daily Mail and the BBC 
Online articles drawing a connection 
between levels of A8 migration and 
unemployment rates.
 According to Migration Watch 
UK, there is a “remarkable coinci-
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dence” between the rise in youth 
unemployment in the UK and the 
surge in immigration from Eastern 
Europe over the last eight years. This 
statement, they said, is based on the 
ONS figures that between the first 
quarter of 2004 and the third quar-
ter of 2011, employment of workers 
born in A8 countries increased by 
over 600,000. Over the same period, 
the number of unemployed young 
people in the UK almost doubled, 
from 575,000 to just over a million.
 “Correlation is not causa-
tion but when the two statistics are 
placed side by side, most objective 
people would consider it a very re-
markable coincidence if there was no 
link between them, especially as A8 
migrants have tended to be dispro-
portionately young, well-educated, 

prepared to work for low wages and 
imbued with a strong work ethic,” 
says Sir Andrew Green, Migration 
Watch UK Chairman.
 Adam Walter, Head of Re-
search at the Adam Smith Institute, 
believes, however, that there is 
no link between the two statistics. 
“There is no evidence to suggest a 
causal link between migration and 
youth unemployment.” He suggests 
that it was the economic crisis and 
the subsequent recession rather than 
immigration that caused unemploy-
ment, because A8 countries joined 
the EU in 2004 and youth unemploy-
ment started to rise in 2008 when 
the recession hit. “Plus, the idea that 
immigration causes unemployment 
is without basis in economic theory,” 
says Walter.
 Green shares the view that 
the economic downturn had a major 
impact on unemployment, but he 
also states that immigration hugely 
magnified the effect of the recession. 
“The fact that so many migrants have 

found work in such difficult employ-
ment conditions demonstrates that 
there are jobs to be had, although 
large numbers of them are going to 
foreign born workers,” he says.
 There is a view, however, that 
the jobs “to be had” would not have 
been created without Eastern Euro-
pean migrant workers. Walter states 
that immigration does not lessen job 
opportunities, but, contrarily, it is due 
to immigration that they can exist. 
“The reason for this is that the job 
market isn’t a fixed pie. There is no 
set number of jobs available, because 
jobs reflect what skills workers can 
offer. People think that an individual 
person who is unemployed could fill 
any job, but is very difficult to expect 
people to be interchangeable be-
tween jobs.”

 The lack of skills British peo-
ple have is one of the reasons why A8 
migrant workers are massive business 
for international recruitment agen-
cies, states Chris Slay. Slay is the Di-
rector of the European Recruitment 
Agency, whose sister agency, Skills 
Provision, specialises in recruiting 
A8 nationals to work in the UK. The 
history of the agency goes back 15 
years, when Slay had manufacturing 
businesses in Devon and Somerset 
and he could not find British people 
with the skills he needed. He started 
to recruit workers from Southern Eu-
rope as they were already permitted 
to work in the UK. 
 After A8 countries joined 
the European Union it was not long 
before he discovered the potential 
in this workforce. “I started to bring 
them into the UK as an employer and 
that’s how I discovered how good 
these workers actually were. I devel-
oped a recruitment business out of 
that experience.” The demand for A8 
workers was so high that “we went 

from no business to £2m worth of 
business in about 18 months,” says 
Slay.
 It is not only the manufactur-
ing industry that has a shortage of 
skills. The healthcare and care sec-
tor, food processing and agricultural 
industries are in the same shoes and 
therefore heavily depend on work-
force from Eastern Europe. “We have 
got 2.6 million unemployed, but the 
demand for workers from Eastern 
Europe in these sectors continues to 
grow,” says Slay. He adds, “Also, if we 
look at certain skills such as welders, 
electricians, engineers, computer 
numerical control (CNC) machinery 
operators, you just cannot find them 
in the UK.”
 Even in the case of unskilled 
jobs, migrants can perform skills that 
other people who are looking for 
work are not capable of, argues Wal-
ter. Those skills can be punctuality, 
work ethic, language skills, flexibility 
and work experience. 
 In these cases what is per-
ceived as a problem of immigrants 
taking away British people’s jobs 
can actually be stemming from the 
National Minimum Wage Law, ac-
cording to Walter. “When you have 
a Minimum Wage Law, you put a 
bottom limit on who you can hire. So 
if you have people whose workability 
isn’t very good and their work would 
be worth £4 per hour, then the busi-
ness won’t hire them at all because it 
would make a £2 loss in every hour. 
It is not a problem that favours im-
migrants. It is a problem that inhibits 
bad workers who tend to be British.”
 Another reason that is often 
cited as to why Eastern Europeans do 
not mean competition for the British 
unemployed is that Britons are not 
willing to do certain jobs that could 
be available to them. There is a mas-
sive number of positions opening up 
every year for seasonal and tempo-
rary work in the agricultural industry, 
where no particular skills would be 
required, but the unemployed Brit-
ons are not interested in them, states 
James Davies, General Manager for 
HOPS Labour Solutions.
 HOPS is a recruitment agency 
that runs a Seasonal Workers Scheme 
and is the operator of the Seasonal 
Agricultural Workers Scheme ap-
pointed by the United Kingdom 
Borders Agency (UKBA). It annually 
employs around 16,000 temporary 
and seasonal workers for the agri-
culture, horticulture and food based 
industries, of which around 11,000 
are from abroad, mostly from A8 
countries.
 Davies says, “It is close to 



impossible to recruit British people 
for certain job roles. It would take an 
enormous amount of effort, money 
and development to double the 
number of seasonal British workers 
and that would be still very small in 
proportion to the 16,000 that we 
need to meet the demand.”
 The need for willing work-
force in the industry is increasing, 
since old EU member states were 
obliged to abolish the transitional 
restrictions on the free movement 
of A8 migrant workers on 30 April 
2011. When A8 countries joined the 
European Union in 2004, the Euro-
pean Commission allowed them to 
put transitional measures in place for 
up to seven years to prevent a sud-
den mass influx of migrant workers 
from the eight Accession Countries. 
There were only three countries - the 
United Kingdom, Ireland and Sweden 
- which opened their labour markets 
immediately. All the other countries 
brought in provisions that had to be 
scrapped last year. And that had an 
impact.
 “The supply of labour was 
pretty stable until last year when the 
supply from A8 countries started to 
decline. The Germans lifting their 
restrictions had a definite impact,” 
says Davies.  Germany has a similar 
demand for agricultural workers as 
the UK, the wages are approximately 
the same and Germany is geographi-
cally more accessible for Eastern 
Europeans. Thus many A8 nationals 
choose Germany over the UK now.
 There seem to be two reasons 
why British unemployed people do 
not embark on the increasing oppor-
tunities. One is the lack of mobility 
and flexibility. “Let’s suppose that 
there is a skilled engineer who loses 
his job in a car factory in the West 
Midlands,” says Davies. ”He is very 
skilled and qualified, he has a 10-year 
career in designing cars on a good 
salary and he has a house and a fam-
ily. It is unreasonable to expect him 
to move his entire family to Kent for 
a four-month strawberry-picking job. 
That is too big of a difference. “
 Another reason resides in the 
complicated procedure unemployed 
people have to go through to reapply 
for unemployment benefits. “Take 
the guy from the West Midlands who 
lost his job because there is a lack of 
demand for cars,” says Davies. “He 
requires the support of the state 
throughout the period he is look-
ing for another job. He is not going 
to take a job picking strawberries 
for three months, if he has to wait 
another three months to get his ben-
efits back. There are probably a lot of 
unemployed people like this.”
 Davis argues that the agency 
will not be able to recruit more Brit-
ish unemployed people until the 
Government introduces incentives 
to return to work, return-to-work 
schemes or benefit holidays - not 
being paid benefits while they are 
earning money in a temporary posi-

tion. ”Until that time, HOPS cannot 
do anything else but recruit seasonal 
workers from A8 countries, because 
somebody has to pick those straw-
berries,” says Davies.
 It is not only seasonal and 
temporary positions that Britons are 
not willing to take, however. Slay says 
that there are unskilled full-time jobs 
that would be available for British 
people, but they have to bring A8 
workers into the country to fill up the 
positions. He finds that the reason 
for this is the generosity of the wel-
fare state. “Nobody starves in the UK, 
and, therefore, with the welfare state 
and softness on the unemployed, the 
incentive to work, for many, is not 
there. 
 “So if there is something odd 
about the job, for example if it re-
quires weekend working, doing over-
time or split shifts, or it’s not flexible, 
then the number of Brits interested 
in doing that sort of work drops right 

away. That’s how some of the Eastern 
Europeans manage to get those jobs 
in the UK. They do the work that the 
Brits don’t want to do.”
 The abolition of the Workers 
Registration Scheme (WRS) a year 
ago gave rise to a new wave of con-
cerns, however. Fears were expressed 
that A8 nationals can mean a fiscal 
burden on Britain as they are increas-
ingly expected to come to the UK as 
benefit tourists rather than to work.
 Although the United King-
dom, unlike most of the old EU mem-
ber states, decided to open its labour 
market for A8 nationals without 
restrictions, it put transitional ar-
rangements in place for accessing the 
welfare system. A8 immigrants could 
only have access to benefits if they 
had registered with the WRS pay-
ing the £90 registration fee and they 
had worked for at least 12 months 
under the scheme without a break in 
employment that was longer than 30 
days.
 This arrangement had to be 
scrapped to abide by the European 
legislation, according to which mi-
grant workers should be treated in 

the same way as local workers after 
the seven-year transitional period. 
Now A8 nationals enjoy full access 
to the welfare state, including provi-
sions such as the Jobseekers’ Allow-
ance, Council Tax Benefit and Hous-
ing Benefit.
 Migration Watch UK has said 
in a press release that there is a need 
for urgent renegotiation of the entire 
regime, so that the high number of 
A8 nationals who had already moved 
to the UK were not followed by even 
more, as “the more generous UK 
benefit system to which they are now 
entitled might attract even larger 
numbers.”
 Dr Daniel Preston, Deputy 
Editorial Director of the Institute of 
Economic Affairs (IEA), says that East-
ern European people indeed are a 
real threat to the benefit system but 
it is important to make a distinction 
between A8 and A2 countries includ-
ing Romania and Bulgaria. “It is to do 

with how poor those countries are 
and what skills those people have. 
It is generally like the South-eastern 
[European] area tends to be more 
beneficial than the North-eastern 
area. A8 countries are among the 
wealthier so benefit tourism is less 
likely to happen with them.”
 Philip Kahn, economist and 
policy analyst at the International 
Migration Division of the Organisa-
tion for Economic Co-operation and 
Development (OECD) holds the same 
view. He says that evidence about A8 
migrant behaviour contradicts the 
fears that they come here to go on 
benefits rather than for work. “A8 mi-
grants come to the UK to work and, 
when there is no economic opportu-
nity for this, they simply decide not 
to come or they go somewhere else,” 
he says.
 According to Walter, this be-
havioural pattern could be observed 
in the UK during the recession that 
proved to be a good test case. The 
inflow of A8 nationals significantly 
increased from 2004 onwards, but, 
from 2008, when the recession hit, 
it started to decrease. “Many people 

have gone home as jobs have de-
clined, rather than staying in the UK 
on benefits. It is a very interesting 
piece of evidence which suggests 
that migrants are not interested in 
sticking around looking for benefits. 
They go where the economic climate 
is such that creates jobs for them.”
 ONS figures support the senti-
ment that A8 nationals tend to come 
to the UK for work purposes. In the 
statistical period of October 2011 to 
December 2011, 82.2% of A8 nation-
als were in employment which com-
pares to 70.8% for British and 67.4% 
for non-British nationals. This means 
that statistically A8 nationals are less 
likely to be unemployed, and thus 
less likely to make use of out-of-work 
benefits than British or non-British 
nationals.
 Kahn says that it is important 
to look at the evidence when making 
a judgement about the fiscal impact 
of A8 nationals. “We should not only 
look at how much immigrants benefit 
but also how much they contribute, 
and studies suggest that they contrib-
ute more.”
 In a study released by the 
Centre for Research and Analysis 
of Migration (CReAM) at University 
College London in 2009, researchers 
found that A8 immigrants were about 
60% less likely than natives to receive 
state benefits or tax credits, and to 
live in social housing. “The key result 
is that in each fiscal year since the 
enlargement in 2004, A8 immigrants 
made a positive contribution to 
public finance. For instance, in 2008-
09, A8 immigrants paid 37% more 
in direct or indirect taxes than they 
received in public goods and services. 
In contrast, in 2008-09 UK-born indi-
viduals contributed to the Exchequer 
20% less than they received in terms 
of public goods and services,” said 
the CReAM researchers.
 This is how it is possible that 
in 2008-09 A8 immigrants represent-
ed 0.91% of the total UK population, 
but contributed to 0.96% of total tax 
receipts and accounted for only 0.6% 
of total expenditures, according to 
the study.
 The abolition of WRS is un-
likely to change this because, even 
before the closure, most of the A8 
migrants had already gained the right 
to claim benefits as they worked for 
more than 12 months in the UK, says 
Kahn.
 As Walter stresses, “The idea 
that immigrants are benefits tourists 
is completely wrong and is driven 
much more by ignorance than by 
solid data. It is quite a silly thing to 
assume that just because someone 
is from a poorer country they are 
somehow lazier or less interested 
in working. Nevertheless, that false 
belief exists.”
 He adds, “It is sad that very 
few people think this, but immigra-
tion is really one of the best things 
that can happen to a country.”


