To whom it may concern,

We are writing in response to the Justice and Home Affairs Committee’s call for evidence in relation
to the inquiry into settlement, citizenship, and integration. We are writing from the Refugee and
Migrant Centre (RMC), an organisation regulated by the IAA at Level 3 (Immigration and Asylum) to
provide free immigration advice to beneficiaries across 4 offices in the West Midlands. We currently
have 36 Immigration advisors.

Our work covers several areas of immigration and asylum law. For the purposes of this consultation,
we note that, in the past financial year, we submitted 946 settlement applications under various
routes and 784 citizenship applications for adults and children.

As directed by the instructions, we are only answering questions relating directly to our work so that
we can provide opinions based on first-hand experience of working with migrants affected by the
suggested proposals.

e What is the policy intention behind the proposals on settlement and citizenship, and will
the proposed changes have the intended effect? What are the terms and conditions of
settlement in the UK?

Our perception of the policy intention is the creation of a contribution-based system for people to
settle in the UK, making the argument that such a system would promote a higher level of integration
and social cohesion. The proposed changes include considerations of one’s level of English, financial
contributions, reliance on public funds, and compliance with the UK’s immigration system as factors
determining the length of time before a person can settle. The current proposals suggest a maximum
term of a 30-year route to settlement can be imposed.

We do not believe these changes will have the intended effect. The current system already contains
stringent requirements which applicants need to meet, especially regarding family and private life
visas which typically have English language and minimum income requirements as core staples of their
specific rules. If a person is unable to meet the requirements of these routes, there is already provision
to move the applicant to a 10-year route to settlement. The detrimental impact of a 10-year route has
been well-documented by prominent organisations. A proposed increase to this tariff will create an

unsustainable immigration system.

Our overarching view is that intended effect cannot be achieved as people cannot truly integrate until
they have some sense of security which comes from a permanent status. Our experience of working
closely with individuals on the 10-year route is that there are multiple issues arising in this period that
cause detriment even where a person can comply with their conditions. Individuals will struggle to
access mortgages. We repeatedly engage with individuals who lose access to employment when
extending their visas as employers do not understand the concept of 3C leave and use of the Home
Office’s employer checking services. We see people temporarily lose access to public funds as the DWP
are unable to get clear confirmation from the Home Office on immigration status. We also see the
children of people on the current limited routes to settlement struggle to access student finance even
where the eligibility criteria are met. These issues can only be exacerbated if longer routes to
settlement are introduced.

The current proposals seem punitive to those who must rely on public funds, even for a short period
of time. We would argue that this is not reflective of “real life” events that can happen to anyone
regardless of their immigration status. Job-losses, redundancy, and sickness can all affect a person’s
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ability to support themselves financially and are often beyond their control. The punitive measures
proposed will see individuals affected by such events actively seek to avoid accessing public funds,
causing destitution and possible debt. Where this relates to a family, it may lead to social services
intervention and in turn increasing the burden on public services from a different avenue.

e Isit preferable to have a system whereby it is hard to get a visa but easier to get permanent
status, or easy to get a visa but harder to get permanent status?

We are of the opinion that the UK should have a fair immigration system where reasonable
requirements exist for people to meet and be allowed to stay in the country, temporarily or
permanently. This should not be a binary choice.

The requirements should be clear from the moment a person enters or is placed on a particular route.
Changing the goal posts when people have spent years accruing leave to remain towards settlement,
creates uncertainty. In the weeks since the proposals, we have seen an increase in people accessing
our service to enquire how the proposed changes will impact them and whether they will be activated
retrospectively. We have not been able to answer these enquiries clearly.

e What does the Government mean by the concepts of “earned settlement” and “earned
citizenship”, and what should the terms mean?

We view the Government’s meaning of these concepts as the transition toward a contribution- based
system where migrants are only ‘worthy’ of settling and becoming citizens if they have contributed
financially to the UK. The proposed changes focus on individual contribution and do not consider
household income; therefore, it is not reflective of a common familial system in which one parent may
be the primary earner as the other parent has primary childcare responsibilities.

We believe a system which favours financial contribution heavily could be a slippery slope in relation
to the goal of “earned” settlement and citizenship. It does not reflect the notion that individuals are
able to contribute in ways which are not financial and that often people are unable to work for reasons
beyond their control (lone parents, people with long term health conditions, etc). Such individuals are
still able to integrate, build relationships, and engage with British values. These are all ways that an
individual could be perceived as earning settlement or citizenship.

The proposed emphasis on financial contribution will act to polarise communities, where individuals
unable to meet the requirements will be left behind even if they have remained legally in the UK for
many years. This is especially frustrating when considering that the current system already includes
measures of financial contribution throughout many routes. Even where no financial requirement is
required, the costs of immigration applications reflect a financial contribution in themselves with the
set fees far outstretching the government’s cost of processing the applications. The fees are also
inclusive of an immigration health surcharge which was introduced in 2015 to “ensure that migrants

make a proper financial contribution to the cost of their NHS care” (in addition to their contribution

as UK taxpayers).

e What are the implications of having many long-term residents on temporary visas without
access to ILR and/or citizenship?

Our submission has already alluded to the potential implications of having many long-term residents
on temporary visas, which stems from our direct experience of dealing with individuals on the existing
10-year route to settlement. To summarise, the main implications are:
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¢ Individuals affected will find themselves in a perpetual limbo
e Not eligible for certain things (e.g. student finance even for children born in the UK)
e Destitution

¢ Anonerous system of constant extensions, requiring thousands of pounds, always a chance
that the deadline is missed; overstaying; starting over

e Taxation without representation

Aside from the detrimental impact to individuals, it is unclear if the Government has planned for the
resources needed to implement the new system. The proposed changes will be set to amplify an
overly bureaucratic system in which there are already concerns over capacity and decision making.
Our organisation has routinely responded to the Independent Chief Inspector of Borders and
Immigration’s calls for evidence highlighting existing delays and errors in decision making. The Home
Office currently has no service standard for the visa applications relating to Human Rights arguments
and decisions on relatively straightforward extensions often take more than 12 months. We have
experienced consistent errors in decision-making which can also take months/years to be resolved,
often needing to be pursued in the courts. The proposed changes set to make a more bureaucratic
system with increasingly complex rules. Based on our current experience, this will only increase
waiting times, the likelihood of mistakes, and increased cost to the taxpayer due to the increased
resources needed to implement this system.

e Are public attitudes and concerns related to immigration and citizenship being addressed?
What are the wider issues that the Government is considering in making these changes?

The UK already has a harsh immigration system with stringent requirements and high application fees
for settlement and citizenship. Most migrants who wish to enter, stay and settle in the UK must meet
financial and language requirements. At the same time, and in line with international obligations, the
UK offers refugee protection to those who have fled persecution and are unable to return to their
countries.

In the past few years, we have seen an increase in public concern over the impact of migration into
the UK. Many of the points raised by the public, sectors of the media or by politicians are often the
result of misinformation or misunderstanding of an admittedly complex system. Some other points
have been deliberately misleading to serve political agendas.

Whilst we are aware that the proposed changes are a result of political pressure, we note that the
Government should be working towards clarifying what the current system is and not setting out
reactive proposals which will have detrimental impact for generations of migrants, cause division and
disrupt social cohesion. The new changes only aggravate the existing consequences of an already
harsh system and, if implemented, will see an extraordinary financial and emotional cost to affected
individuals.

o Isthe process of applying for ILR and Citizenship too complex, or is complexity unavoidable?

The current immigration system, including applications for ILR and Citizenship, is overly complex and
often impossible to navigate without legal advice which can be hard to obtain. The scope of legal aid
does not cover applications for Citizenship and ILR (in most instances) pushing individuals to access
organisations such as ours for legal advice (funding for organisations such as ours is limited or simply



not available from statutory sources to conduct this work), or face paying hefty legal fees on top of
considerable fees for the applications themselves.

The proposed changes to settlement, through ‘earned settlement’ will create an even more complex
system with conditions which add or subtract years towards settlement. From the document
published, it appears a difficult system to navigate that will require significant capacity and checks at
the Government level but also a significant burden to individuals, even if they have complied with all
conditions. Our current experience of assisting people applying for ILR after a 10-year period is often
fraught with difficulties as people do not often have evidence of their earlier applications which may
have been submitted by post. They have may also relied on a legal representative or themselves
missed a deadline for which they may have not been aware. Applications can be refused based on a
mistake or miscommunication (from either the legal representative or the Home Office) made years
previously. In this instance they will lose their application fee (currently £3,029) and may be requested
to pay a further fee to extend their leave. As with many points we have raised, under the new
proposed system there will be longer periods needed for ILR and increased probability of mistake from
the legal representatives and Home Office employees navigating these changes. The issues currently
stemming from the existing routes to ILR will only be amplified in the system where the periods
become longer and the requirement more complex.

Regarding citizenship, the current policy surrounding the existing legal framework has become
increasingly complex in recent years as the Home Office has set to use the Good Character element to
implement more requirements for applicants. In 2023 the Home Office removed the sentence-based
thresholds from the Good Character guidance, with the creation of a “balance of probabilities” test
for anyone applying for citizenship who has any form of misdemeanour on their record. This is a
subjective test and means that any historical offence, no matter how minor, could affect the
application with the Home Office caseworker making the ultimate judgement. In February 2025, the
Good Character guidance was amended to include consequences for illegal entry. This has been
interpreted far wider than was initially interpreted and we have received refusals for people that
entered the UK through safe and legal means but later claimed asylum in the UK. The new proposals
do not include planned changes to the legal framework regarding naturalisation, however, they do
signal a direction of travel to a system that may become increasingly restrictive and harder for legal
organisations providing immigration advice, such as RMC, to advise on.

e What should be the purpose of the Life in the UK Test? What is the rationale for the
Government’s “refresh” of the Test? Are there other ways of assessing a person’s
commitment to life in the UK, including an acceptance of the UK’s values?

As an organisation, our Education Training and Employment (ETE) team has historically assisted people
prepare for the Life in the UK test through informal classroom sessions often led by volunteers. The
purpose of the test is uncertain. It is not clear if it is testing whether a person has “integrated” into
the UK at the point of the test or integration is achieved through preparation for the test. The test is
currently on its third iteration and has gone through multiple resets amongst controversy over the
accuracy and themes.

The purpose of the test should be determined by the UK Government, and its purpose should be clear.
In its current state, our observation is that it largely becomes a memory test for applicants undergoing
the naturalisation process, who often remark on the baffling nature of the questions. For some of our
more vulnerable clients (i.e. those with undiagnosed learning difficulties, disabilities, or illiteracy) it
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can become a humiliating barrier to ever achieving citizenship and we often see service users who
have resided in the UK for many years and are “well- integrated”, repeatedly fail the test.

o What are the advantages of becoming a British citizen versus remaining on Indefinite Leave
to Remain and should there be certain benefits reserved for citizenship? What other reforms
to the citizenship process should be considered and would they require changes to primary
legislation?

Our organisation is proud to assist our service users to naturalise in the UK at a point where they meet
all necessary requirements. We recognise that there are many advantages to becoming British as the
most secure form of immigration status. People benefiting from citizenship will have the right to vote,
ease of travel to many countries, access to university/student finance. A naturalised individual may
also find it easier in demonstrating their entitlement to healthcare, social welfare and employment.
Importantly, obtaining British Citizenship, especially for those that had to flee their countries of origin,
can give a sense of belonging and of a shared purpose. Finally, citizenship is a more secure status for
people who find themselves caught up in the criminal system, which is particularly relevant for
children in care and children born in the UK.

As alluded to above the Home Office has recently made extensive changes to citizenship applications
by amending the Good Character guidance and potentially excluding a significant portion of UK
residents from ever applying for citizenship. It is our opinion that such measures are harsh especially
when considering a large proportion of these individuals are recognised refugees who by the very
nature of their status, will have no access to their national passport and no realistic prospect of ever
being able to return to their country of origin. Current measures, therefore, force individuals to be
defined by their Refugee status forever and deny any sense of belonging to the UK, stifling any policy
intention of improving integration and cohesion.

We believe that access to citizenship should not be this restrictive and that any further changes look
to reverse some of the recent changes, which could be done without change to primary legislation.
We would also request that the Government consider that children who were bornin the UK or arrived
in the UK when they were young have clear pathways to citizenship as a recognition that this is often
the only country and way of life in which they know.

e Should it be a requirement that everyone is able to speak some English before they come to
the UK? How do we ensure once they come to the UK, they can speak English within a
reasonable time frame?

It is already a requirement along many visa routes for individuals to demonstrate a basic level of
spoken English before being admitted entry to the UK. We believe that there should always be
exceptions to this rule, especially for those fleeing dangerous situations, the elderly, and people
arriving from countries in which English-testing facilities may not exist.

If English language is prioritised as a requirement, then investments in ESOL provision throughout the
UK should be made. Our ETE department remarks that the current adult education system applicable
to new arrivals is not fit for purpose. Asylum-seekers are often prevented from accessing college at
first and inflexible enrolment dates mean that there may be delays for individuals who need to start
learning English as a matter of urgency. The adult education system does not match with the Common
European Framework for Language (CEFR) which is preferred by the Home Office in demonstrating
knowledge of the English Language. The ESOL system is often slow for beginners with students having



to progress through years of entry-level courses before moving onto further education. Individuals
often drop out to pursue low-skilled employment which could be even more detrimental under the
new proposals

It would be prudent to match the ESOL curriculum to the CEFR so that individuals can work toward
the relevant level needed for their visa application.

Our submissions come from our work with migrants and refugees over the past 26 years, and in that
same period, we have worked closely with statutory partners in health, local and central government
across the West Midlands. We are available to provide more information and/or specific case studies
if this is of interest to the Committee.

Thank you for your consideration.

Yours faithfully,

The Refugee and Migrant Centre



