31 March 2008
Mr Liam Byrne MP

Minister of State (Borders and Immigration)

Home Office
2 Marsham Street
London SW1P 4DF

The Scottish Council for Development and Industry (SCDI) is an independent economic development organisation that strengthens Scotland’s competitiveness by influencing Government policies to encourage sustainable economic prosperity.  Our membership is drawn from Scottish business, trades unions, public agencies, educational institutions, local authorities, and the voluntary sector.

I am writing on behalf of our members to express our continuing concern about UK immigration policy and its impact on the Scottish economy, and to endorse recent comments by Trevor Phillips, Chairman of the Equality and Human Rights Commission, proposing a variation to the immigration regime to the benefit of Scotland. 

Research published last year by FutureSkills Scotland showed that employers in Scotland already find more than half of vacancies hard to fill. SCDI understands that the tourism and hospitality industry is concerned that there will be some serious staffing shortages as early as autumn this year, which will put a brake on its target of increasing visitor numbers to Scotland by 20 per cent and gross tourism revenues by 50 per cent by 2015. Looking ahead, priority sectors, like food and drink, and construction, where shortages are already concentrated, will face similar difficulties.

The Scottish economy has benefited considerably in recent years from central and eastern European migrant workers, with many sectors dependent on migrants for a significant proportion of their employees. However, there is strong growth and investment in the Polish economy and the Polish Government is making determined efforts to attract migrant workers to return for major infrastructure projects.  It is therefore unlikely that Scottish businesses can continue to depend on this source of employees into the medium and longer-term future.
For this reason, the Scottish economy needs greater flexibility for non-EU migrant workers. The new points-based UK immigration system does to an extent recognise that Scotland faces specific issues, such as the declining and ageing population, and record levels of economic activity, which requires extra flexibility. The Migration Advisory Committee is currently consulting on the production of shortage occupation lists for Scotland for use alongside the launch of Tier 2 of the new system, but it is essential for the Scottish economy that more people with a wide range of skills – not fewer - are attracted to stay and work in Scotland. We at SCDI believe that there is a strong case for introducing an incentive to migrants to come to parts of the UK where they are most needed.

We would therefore urge the UK Government to consider, along with the Scottish Government, examples such as that of the Canadian Provincial Nominees Programme. This is a joint initiative by central and provincial governments which gives the provincial governments the right to nominate a certain proportion of the country’s immigrants for approval. These lists are normally proposed by local employers and, after the necessary security checks, nominees under the system are usually approved.
In this way, the needs of Scottish businesses and the economy could be much more closely aligned with the immigration system. Scottish employers, who are best placed to judge their skills needs, would have much more direct involvement. Given the additional monitoring responsibilities which have been imposed on them in the new points based system, this would be reasonable. 
Extra flexibility would not amount to an open door policy, abuse by employers or lead to Scotland being used as a backdoor to the rest of the UK. Migrant workers would require a job offer, trade unions would represent them and Scotland’s strong sense of local community would support their retention. 

SCDI believes that there are other issues with the new immigration system which should be addressed for the good of the Scottish economy. There is now a plethora of different entry categories, each with their own eligibility criteria and costs. The new points-based system has increased rather than reduced this complexity. Small and medium-sized employers are finding it particularly difficult to understand what process to follow in each case and therefore which fees apply. Under Tier 1, fees are set at a flat-rate of £750 per application. Most employers will meet these costs on behalf of their applicants but it could be seen as unfair to expect small and medium-sized businesses to pay the same excessive charges as larger businesses.
SCDI is also concerned about the likely impact on Scotland’s internationally renowned and economically important events and festivals of the new Tier 5 of the new points-based system.  Scottish event organisers fear that the significantly increased costs of becoming licensed as sponsors and administering the new scheme will undermine the quality of these events and the international competitiveness of Scotland and the UK as potential hosts. In particular, with the annual Edinburgh International Festival and 2014 Commonwealth Games in Glasgow, it is important that the UK Government ensures that the new system is appropriate for the employment needs of large, economically important events.

In SCDI’s view, a more flexible points-based system is more likely to contribute to the objectives of managed migration and a sustainable economy.

We would like to invite you to visit the Highlands and Islands to meet with businesses that recruit and rely on overseas workers, to hear their views on the new points-based system and how we can make this work more effectively for the economy of Scotland.

I have copied this letter to Des Browne MP, Secretary of State for Scotland and I look forward to hearing from your office in terms of how we can engage with you more fully on this issue.

Yours sincerely
Dr Lesley Sawers
Chief Executive

lesley.sawers@scdi.org.uk 
