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In December 2023, net migration was 685,000, a 10% decrease from its all-time high
in December 2022 (764,000), but still a 47% increase compared to December 2021
(466,000). Among internationals, 41% immigrated to the UK to work, 34% to study, 7%
for family reasons, 11% for humanitarian and asylum, and 6% for other reasons.

In December 2023, the Department for Work and Pensions recorded more than 1.11
million new NiNo registrations from internationals, comparable with 1.05 million in
2022, with non-EU nationals accounting for 91% of the total (led by India and Nigeria),
and EU for the remaining 9% (led by Romania). Between 2022 and 2023 there has been
a 46% rise in the granting of work visa, amounting to 616,371 in 2023.

In 2023, the number of new international students marked a 3% decrease, for a total
of 340,990. This is consistent with the 3% drop in study visa grants, which amounted
to 605,504 in 2023. However, last year, almost a quarter (24%) of study visas have been
granted to a dependant, a signifcant rise from the 4% in 2019.

The number of small boat arrivals totalled 29,437, marking a 36% decrease compared
to the previous year, and in line with 2021. The decline in 2023 is mainly driven by a
vertical drop in the number of Albanian migrants, which decreased by 93%.
Humanitarian visa grants amounted to 102,283 in 2023, almost half of which were on
Ukraine schemes. However, the latter marked an 80% decrease
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2. Effects on Migration

Contrary to the expectations, however, immigration fuxes to the UK not only did not shrink,
but rose to a historical high in 2022, with a record net migration of
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draw some insights about migration patterns. Lastly, we put forward a broader discussion on
irregular migration in consequence of the latest legislative changes, particularly the July 2023
kmng i cn"Oki tevkgp'Cev.2°

3. Net Migration
According to the latest data released by the ONS, updated to December 2023, the

implementation of the new immigration policy ensued a sharp increase in international
immigration over the past three years, partly offset by last year’s fgures.

Figure 1. Long-term international migration into and out of the United Kingdom by nationality.

Source: Home OFce (Long-term international immigration, emigration and net migration fows, YE Dec 23); ONS.

Figure 1 shows how migration patterns were relatively stable before the 2019 pandemic. After
the 2016 referendum, immigration of European nationals registered a steady decline, while
there was a slight increase in non-European migration between 2018 and 2020. The Covid-19
outbreak caused a sudden drop of immigration to the UK, mostly because of travel restrictions
and difFculties related to the pandemic. Shortly after, however, fgures of non-EU study-
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Considering the period YE December 2022 - December 2023, non-European immigration
registered a 2% decrease. This was partly caused by the conspicuous decline of the Ukrainian
humanitarian route (-90%) and of non-EU students’ intake (-10%)
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with them when they a¥rm that it is likely that “migrants already in the UK tried to secure their
position and renew the sense of safety and security that had been compromised by the
referendum. This overall increase could have been even larger, considering the number of EU
nationals with the potential to apply. This confrms the bureaucratic complexity and high cost
associated with applying. We only fnd an effect on migrants originating from EU countries
allowing for dual citizenship, indicating that migrants were not willing to give up their original
nationality to mitigate insecurity.”?®

In 2023, grants of British citizenship rose by 15% compared with 2022, totalling 202,041, of
which 47,259 to EU nationals (+4%) and 154,782 to non-EU nationals (+19%). Among EU
nationals, the most represented nationalities in 2023 were Italians (10,636), Romanians
(6,335), and Polish (5,871), all of which accounted for 48% of British citizenship to EU nationals
(consistently over 40% since 2013). Among non-EU nationals, top nationalities in 2023 were
Indian (18,288), Pakistani (16,440), and Nigerian (8,836) nationals, accounting in total for 28%
of grants to non-EU nationals.

25 Clifton-Sprigg et al. (2023: 29).
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leave to remain in 2022: in the past, most non-EU students have left the country after their
studies.®®

Figure 5. New Entrants into UK HEI: 2017-2023 (UK vs Non-UK domiciled).
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Source: OFce for Students (HESES summary data workbook 2017 through 2023).37

According to surveys conducted by the OFce for Students, in the last 6 years, the number of
international students (not domiciled in the UK at the moment of registration) grew by 61%,
from 211,907 in 2017 to 340,990 in 2023 (fgure 5). However, it is noticeable that the last year
marked a 3.1% decrease in new entrants, from 351,790 in 2022 to 340,990 in 2023,
consistently with visa data. While internationals enrolling to an undergraduate course rose
slightly, postgraduate enrolments fell by 6%. However, this decrease was paralleled by a 2.7%
contraction in UK-domiciled new entrants (from 723,930 in 2022 to 704,320 in 2023),
suggesting a general contraction in new enrolments in UK universities, not limited to
international students.

It should be noted that the share of EU students enrolling to a new course in the UK has rapidly
shrunk, from a quarter of total overseas students’ new enrolments in 2017/18, to 20% in
2020/21, to a mere 8% in 2021/22.%8 This most likely depends on the increased tuition fee EU
nationals started to pay since the academic year 2021/22, when it reached the full
‘international student’ rate, in most cases amounting to roughly double the cost of the previous
year.®® Moreover, since 2021 EU students are no longer eligible for student support funding
and are subject to visa regulations. All of this is an effect of post-Brexit reforms.

36 Home Ofce: Migrant Journey detailed dataset (2022). Note that having a leave to remain does not
imply that the person is still in the UK.

37 Note that Heses data represent only students at English providers in the approved (fee cap) category
of the OfS register and as such is less exhaustive than HESA data.

38 Source: Hesa, HE student enrolments by domicile 2017/18 to 2021/22.

39 Tuition fees depend on institution and programme. Following the Redding Survey (2007-2022), for
academic year 2022/23, the average Undergraduate Overseas tuition fee was 97% higher than the
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5. Work-related Migration

According to the Home OFce, 41% of people coming to the UK in 2023 did so for work-related
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2020 and plunging down as the Covid-19 pandemic hit. With the 2021 migration policy, the
number of NiNo registrations by EU workers increased a little, without ever surpassing the
200,000 threshold, and settling at around one sixth of its 2015 peak.

A recent study assessing the impact of Brexit on migration found that the new migration policy
has had a signifcant impact on the drastic reduction of EU work-migration: looking at NiNo
data and using a difference-in-differences approach, Clifton-Sprigg et al. fnd that NiNo
applications registered a 22.5% decrease compared to their counterfactual.*®

The number of non-European migrant workers coming to the UK was around 300,000 until July
2010,*” when the newly elected conservative government placed a cap on sponsored work
visas, after which the non-EU workers plummeted to a minimum of 145,000 in June 2014.
After some policy relaxations in 2014 (leave extended from 3 to 5 years, opening a route to
settlement) and, most importantly, the possibility to bring dependants (2018), non-EU work
migration returned to previous levels just before the pandemic hit. After Covid-19 restrictions
were eased, and post-Brexit reforms were put in place, the UK has attracted an unprecedented
number of non-EU workers, with over a million NiNo registrations in Year End December 2023,
over than three times more the pre-pandemic fgure.

In 2023, the Department for Work and Pensions recorded more than 1.11 million new NiNo
registrations from internationals, comparable with 1.05 million in 2022, with non-EU nationals
accounting for 91% of the total, and EU for the remaining 9% (fgure 6). The main countries of
origin of international workers were India (280,000) and Nigeria (140,000), while the most
represented European country was Romania (23,000).

The drop in new EU-workers, together with the decision by a number of them to leave the UK,
affected various job sectors differently. A recent study by Portes and Springford, using data
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coasts,®? and in August of the same year it agreed with Turkey to strengthen cooperation on
migrant smuggling.®® In February 2024, the UK concluded an agreement with Frontex to
increase information sharing as well as training and operational collaboration.5

6.2. Irregular migration
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Furthermore, the overwhelming majority of small boat arrivals seek asylum. In 2022, 90% of
arrivals submitted asylum applications (41,194 applications, out of 45,574 arrivals). Among
those who have already received a decision, nearly three-fourths (74%) were granted
protection.®® Overall, the above shows that small boat arrivals predominantly comprise
individuals seeking protection.

6.4. Resettlement
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7. Conclusions

Net migration experienced a 10% decrease from December 2022 to December 2023. After the
2022 all-time high, in 2023 we observe a decline in the number of international students and
of people coming for humanitarian reasons. Workers and students are the two main
categories of international migration to the UK. The uncertainty produced by Brexit and by the
recent changes in migration policy have pushed several internationals already residing in the
UK for a qualifying period to ensure they will maintain their rights through the obtainment of
the British citizenship. In 2023, more than 200,000 people were granted British citizenship,
15% more than in 2022 and a 20-year record high.

In 2023, the OFce for Students’ provisional statistics registered a 3% contraction of new
entrants (i.e., students enrolled on a course at their frst year), and study visa grants decreased
by the same share. While Brexit stifed EU study-related migration, the possibility to bring
dependants, added in 2018, paired with the opening of the Graduate Route in 2021, increased
the appeal of British Universities for non-Europeans. The recent rise in international students
paying tuition fees at the Overseas rate has in turn boosted UK universities’ fnances in recent
years. However, since early 2024, most overseas students are banned from bringing their
families to the UK. This choice — already announced in May 2023 —, together with international
economic contingencies, has already prevented some to choose the UK for their studies in
2023, and it is reasonable to expect negative trends in study-related migration for next year. In
this respect, DataHE analyst Mark Corver warns that “high infation and the government's
freezing of domestic tuition fees have created fnancial difculties for universities that will
become worse if international students stay away.”®®

The new migration system relaxed some of the regulations previously existing for non-EU
workers, which was followed by a 20-year record high of 1.1 million NiNo registrations in 2022,
which was maintained constant in 2023. While the post-Brexit system achieved the goal of
curbing EU migration, it also produced unintended effects. In particular, the UK has not yet
recovered from job shortages in lower skilled sectors, such as Manufacturing, Transport,
Construction, Wholesale and retail, and Accommodation and food service. The measures
adopted in April 2024 (particularly the signifcant rise of the salary threshold for the skilled
worker visa and the scrap on the possibility to bring dependants) have just started to impact
migration fows. It is reasonable to expect that these new restrictions will signifcantly limit
work-related immigration.

Finally, fgures from the Home O¥ce show a 36% decrease in irregular migration to the UK in
2023. However, this is mainly due to a drop in the number of Albanians, which decreased by
more than 90% compared to the previous year. Notably, most of the people who arrive via
small boats apply for asylum, pointing to the mixed nature of the fows. Humanitarian visa
schemes, mainly offered to people from Ukraine, Hong Kong, and Afghanistan, registered a
2/3 drop compared to 2022, mostly due to the 68% decline of the Ukrainian humanitarian
route. Against this backdrop, the government has pushed forward its plan to deter irregular
migration through the lllegal Migration Act, the UK-Rwanda Treaty, and the Safety of Rwanda
Act, attracting sharp criticism by international organisations and civil society, on human rights,
legality, and effectiveness grounds.

68 Adams (2024).
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