Immigration Myths
Currently, there are massive cuts to the public and private sector. As the cuts to services and jobs hit individuals,
sentiments such as “immigrants steal our jobs” and “immigrants get more benefits”, resonate with many people.
Far right groups are strongly anti immigration and with recent Government initiatives to encourage people to report
any perceived illegal immigrants, there is a heightened awareness and a readiness to scapegoat immigrants for
the economic difficulties the country is facing.
Many people are confused and have a lack of accurate information which leads to fear, resentment, racist attitudes
and racist behaviour. Whilst people may not be fully aware of the broader economic situation or political systems,
they are certainly susceptible to the myths and lies centred on immigration. The key to reducing resentment lies
with being equipped with the facts.
Show Racism the Red Card have a long standing partnership with UNISON and have worked together to create this
flyer, with the aim of providing answers to some of those difficult questions regarding immigration.

What does immigrant mean?
Immigrant is an umbrella term to describe a person/people who come from one country to another to take up residence.
There are many different reasons people move from one country to another, some people choose to move and some are
forced. Labels are given to describe the different reasons for moving.
Here are some of the most common:
Asylum seeker: Someone who has lodged an application to be recognised as a refugee for protection on the basis of:
fear of persecution; lack of protection due to human rights violations; armed conflict in their own country; trafficking (for
exploitation); escaping extreme deprivation and poverty.
Did you know that less than 2% of the world’s asylum seekers come to the UK, many are refused
refugee status (permission to stay) because of the difficulty in trying to prove the threat to their life/
safety in their country of origin.
Refugee: A person who is residing outside the country of her or his origin due to fear of persecution for reasons of race,
religion, nationality, membership in a particular social group, or political opinion. This person has been officially given
permission to stay in the country, for 5 years and applications to remain indefinitely can only be made after the 5 year
period. This is so that the Home Office can still return people to their home country if the country has improved or the threat
is removed.
Economic Migrant: A person who migrates from one country to another for work. People from the European Union (EU) are
free to work and live in the UK without a visa; people from the UK are also free to move to these countries without a visa.
People who come from outside the EU, would have to apply for a visa through a strict system on the Home Office website.
Student: A person who is studying at school, college or university. People who want to study in the UK who are from a
country that is part of the European Union do not have to apply for a visa. A person from outside the EU has to apply for a
visa; the visa is not necessarily permanent and is usually just for the duration the person is studying for. One of the largest
groups of ‘immigrants’ are fee paying students and many universities would struggle to survive without the substantially
higher overseas fees. If students are not welcomed here they will choose to study in our competitor countries, and future
economic/trading links with students’ home countries would suffer.
Illegal Immigrant: We regularly hear of people who are described as ‘illegal immigrants’, people who have entered the
county through deceptive means, perhaps have not applied for a visa for asylum. Whilst it may feel like this is a big
problem for the UK it is the least common type of immigrant. Some people will always try and avoid regulations when
moving from one country to another however this applies to a minority of people who come to the UK.

Inside Europe and Outside Europe?
There are some differences between the rights and freedoms enjoyed by people in what are known as EEA countries,
countries which make up most member states of the European Union (see the full list of countries below) and people who are
travelling from outside of that area. People travelling from outside the European Union are subject to much tighter controls
and are allocated points based on their skills and ability to support themselves whilst they are in the UK. Those who are
members of the EEA/EU have more freedoms and are able to travel without a visa; this does not mean however that they are
automatically entitled to benefits, social housing or automatic access to the NHS .
European Economic Area (EEA) countries
Countries included are:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Austria
Belgium
Bulgaria
Croatia
Cyprus
Czech Republic
Denmark
Estonia

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Finland
France
Germany
Greece
Hungary
Iceland
Ireland
Italy

Latvia
Liechtenstein
Lithuania
Luxembourg
Malta
Netherlands
Norway
Poland

•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Portugal
Romania
Slovakia
Slovenia
Spain
Sweden
the United Kingdom (UK)

Can immigrants claim benefits?
For an immigrant to be able to claim beneﬁts from the Government they have to prove they have a legal right to stay in the
UK, this is called ‘right to reside’, this means the amount of time you are allowed to stay in Britain (British born people
automatically have the permanent and ongoing ‘right to reside’). They also have to prove that they intend to settle in the UK
for some time, this is called ‘habitual residence test’, British citizens also have to comply with this. If a person is subject to
immigration control they cannot claim beneﬁts. For example, if a person has applied for a visa but does not yet have it. In
most cases you have to be a resident for some time before you can claim any benefits.
To have the right to live and stay in the UK permanently you usually have to have lived in the UK for 5 years but during that
time been either a:
• Jobseeker
• Worker

• Self-employed person
• Self-sufﬁcient person

• Student.

What are benefits?
Beneﬁts are payments from the Government to certain people on low incomes or to meet speciﬁc needs.
They can help you if you:
• Are on a low income
• Are out of work
• Have children

• Are pregnant
• Are sick or disabled

• Have been bereaved
• Are a carer

To check to see if you are getting the correct benefits please see:
www.citizensadvice.co.uk/getadvice/beneﬁt-calculator/

Do People Seeking Asylum come here to take Advantage?
No! People seeking asylum do not come to the UK to claim benefits; they are escaping extremely dangerous situations and
are simply looking for a safe place. Most know very little about the UK asylum or beneﬁts systems before they arrive, and
have no expectation that they will receive ﬁnancial support (Refugee Council, 2010) . People seeking asylum do not receive
state benefits, but instead have a separate system of limited support that is less than regular benefits.
People seeking asylum are generally not allowed to work at all until they are granted the right to stay. They do not receive
extra perks such as mobile phones and are denied other beneﬁts open to UK nationals, such as Disability Living Allowance.

Are immigrants able to jump the housing queue?
No! The housing situation in Britain is complex. The majority of new immigrants are not eligible for social housing at all.
Those who are (mainly those from the European Union who are in employment) are allowed to join the social housing queue.
Those waiting for social housing in Britain are allocated points depending on their situation and according to their need, so
for example somebody who is escaping domestic violence with a child would be given a high number of points.
All housing for people seeking asylum is provided by the private sector i.e. Reliance, Serco and G4S as prime contractors
who sub-contract to private landlords. This may make it appear to the local community that these people are jumping the
queue; however this is not the truth.
In fact, over 90% of those in social housing are UK born. Source: Social housing allocation and immigrant communities
EHRC (2009)

Do the majority of new jobs go to immigrants?
Not at all! In 2010 immigrants accounted for 15% of people who were hired. This means that 85% of ‘new jobs’ went to
British workers. Source: Jonathan Portes of the National Institute of Economic and Social Research.
There is the problem of certain employers exploiting foreign workers by paying below the minimum wage, in turn undercutting
the value of wages paid; it is illegal for an employer to do this. People being paid less than the minimum wage causes real
division within employment and it can lead some to think the jobs are being ‘stolen’ by foreign workers. Everybody should
be paid a fair wage for the work they do and employers by law need to comply with the minimum wage.
Also, everybody in Britain is protected by Equality legislation; employers are legally required to employ the best applicant for
the job regardless of characteristics like ethnicity or nationality.

Do immigrants contribute positively to the UK?
Yes! Migrants ﬁll skills gaps and take on jobs that UK employers can’t ﬁll. They bring diversity to the workforce which has
been shown to improve productivity. Britain has an aging population, but the majority of migrants are young and ﬁt and
contribute much more to the economy than they take out.
The UK relies heavily on the contributions, labour, skills and resources of immigrants, without them, major institutions like
the NHS would struggle to survive.

Are we being 'flooded' by immigrants?
No! The most recent census data shows that 87% of the population of Britain are UK born, meaning, just 13% of people living
in the UK are foreign born residents.

Do immigrants work harder than British citizens?
Very often in conversations on immigration you will hear people say things like “well, the Polish do work harder” or
“immigrants work much harder than British people, that’s why they get the jobs”. This kind of sentiment, whilst not negative
in itself can perpetuate the stereotype that a nationality can determine how hard you work. If people believe in statements
like this it may also lead them to believe that immigrants are given jobs over British people because of this. Of course a
person’s personal situation and their dependency on work may make them more fearful than another of loosing their job, in
turn making them work harder, however this could be equally true for a British person as for a foreign person.

Does more immigration lead to lower wages for British citizens?
It is really difficult to know conclusively whether immigrants lead to lower wages overall for UK workers. What the situation
looks like depends on the skills that migrants bring, the skills of existing workers and the economy of the host community.
Most current research suggests that there is little evidence of overall negative effects on wages and employment for people
born in the UK because of immigration. Whilst there is no overall effect on wages, some areas of employment are impacted
upon. Those who are considered to have low wages, because of increased competition from migrants who have similar skills
and qualiﬁcations may be priced out of the job because of an unwillingness to work for less than previously paid, or less than
they feel they are worth.
There are some employers who are not paying their staff the minimum wage, this is illegal. Nobody should be pressured
to work for less than the minimum wage, some may accept less than the minimum wage because they are in a desperate
situation. The Inland Revenue is tasked by the Government to enforce the minimum wage, they have a helpline which is set
up to allow people to conﬁdentially report an employer who is not paying the minimum wage. Telephone: 0800 917 2368
In today’s climate it is really important that people have protection at work. Even if you feel you work for a very friendly
employer, we never know when we may need protection. Being a member of a trade union is one of the most effective ways
of protecting against injustices in the work place, they are a voice for working people and are able to lobby politically for
things that need to change nationally too. To find out more or even join UNISON please visit: www.unison.org.uk

Do immigrants have the right to use the NHS?
Generally immigrants have the right to use the NHS and register with a doctor if they are here for a settled purpose and have a
right to reside. If they are not residents then they are treated as private patients and would have to pay for the service. Illegal
immigrants cannot register as a NHS patient and will only be treated in an emergency by a hospital or GP. Asylum Seekers
have the right to register as an NHS patient.

Is Britain a soft touch?’
We often hear commentators talk of Britain being a soft touch and that ‘Open door’ policies are the reason for high rates
of immigration. ‘Open door’ policy refers to a feeling that there has been no regulations at all on people coming in and out
of the country, that if you want to come into the country you are pushing on an open door and there are no conditions on
your arrival. This feeling, however real, is not based on any reality. The UK has a very complicated process for entering the
country; the rules are different for those who are from what’s known as ‘European Economic Area countries’ (EEA) and those
who are from outside of the European Economic Area countries. People arrive in all EU countries, and the UK is not unique
and is not necessarily a preferred country of destination, i.e. France and Germany each receive between double and treble
the UK numbers of people seeking asylum.
For more information about the process of applying for a visa please visit the Home Office website:
www.gov.uk/government/organisations/home-office
When people talk of the UK being a ‘soft touch’ there is the assumption made that in comparison to other countries, the rules,
beneﬁts and things afforded to people entering the UK are much more generous than what would be given to a British person
travelling abroad to settle. There is a feeling that the UK affords additional rights and privileges above people who are born
here. Again, whilst this feeling may be real the evidence to support this is non existent.

What are Detention Centres/Removal Centres
People can be held in immigration detention/removal centres if their application to stay in Britain is being processed or has
been refused. Many are Asylum Seekers; some are waiting to hear if they have been accepted as refugees. Others have been
refused asylum and will be sent back to their countries of origin. People in detention cannot leave and have very limited
freedom of movement within the centres, they can be forced into the detention centres, sometimes by enforcement officers
in the middle of the night. There have been objections by some people as to how ethical it is to detain somebody who has
not committed a crime. Many people are held for over a year, sometimes more, whilst some are detained for shorter periods
of time, the length of time would entirely depend on an individual’s personal circumstances.

For more information contact SRtRC at www.theredcard.org on 0191 257 8519
or UNISON at www.northernunison.org.uk or 0845 355 0845

