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foreword
fizza qureshi, ceo of the migrants’ rights network

1

The UK immigration system and Home Office (Hostile Office)
causes misery for migrants, including refugees. It always has, and
it seems that has become one of its sole purposes. From its
inception, it has been designed to be intentionally hostile
towards the ‘Other’, and almost always the ‘others’ are People of
Colour, usually from the Global Majority.

Each government comes into power and rewrites the rulebook on
migrants’ rights- wanting to outdo its predecessor by creating
harsher rules that make migrants increasingly vulnerable. From
the 1905 Aliens Act to the inhumane Migration Act 2023 (Illegal
Migration Act), the Windrush victims, and the ability to deprive
citizenship, it should be evident to all of us that immigration laws
are underpinned by a desire to limit the presence and freedom of
racialised people in the UK.

We receive a huge number of calls from migrants who are
immensely distressed by the treatment they’ve experienced at
the hands of the Hostile Office. So many of the sponsored
migrant workers I have spoken to cannot believe they would be
treated in such a dehumanising and disrespectful manner to the
point of destitution. They thought the UK was a place that upheld
justice and humanity, only to realise these cruel systems will
always fail them. 

We must be under no illusion that the immigration system was
ever designed to operate ‘fairly’. The very idea of ‘fairness’ is
subjective and we often see this term used by the Government to
justify its increasingly hostile immigration policies. For the many
migrants that call us everyday at the Migrants’ Rights Network
asking for help, none of this seems ‘fair’.

That is why, as a campaigning charity, we are no longer content
to simply ask for reforms or tweaks that will make this racist,
colonial-era infrastructure ‘acceptable’. For People of Colour and
other marginalised groups, this system simply wasn’t designed for
us. That is why we are calling for the Hostile Office and
immigration system to be dismantled. With a new Government in
power, we hope it works with us to dismantle these cruel
structures that have made the lives of migrants, and migratised
people, a misery, and joins us in taking a bold, transformative
stance with migrant justice at the heart of policy.



‘Every single piece of immigration or citizenship legislation was
designed at least in part to reduce the number of people with
black or brown skin in the UK’ - leaked Government report

executive summary

The UK immigration system is racist by design. Not only
does it disproportionately impact racialised people, but is
built on a White supremacist colonial legacy. It is explicitly
designed to both prevent them from coming or remaining
in the UK, or extract their labour for economic gain. The
Hostile Office research seeks to expose how these
systems disproportionately impact racialised migrants in
the UK. This goes back to the very first immigration laws in
the UK, which have consistently targeted (post-)colonial
citizens. To demonstrate this, this report explores policies
around deprivation of citizenship and visa schemes.

The innate racism in UK immigration legislation continues
to shape numerous policies. While the racist aims of much
of this legislation are not explicitly mentioned in UK law,
these immigration policies often rely on racist
assumptions and White supremacist ideas. This is either
through:

The use of language and concepts that have
historically had, and continue to have, racist
connotations, or through deliberately vague language,
which makes space for arbitrary and racist
application 
Other policies, including visa schemes, are overtly
more accessible to certain groups (likely to be White,
wealthier and/or from the West) and more restrictive
to others. Again, while they do not feature the explicit
language of racism, they clearly utilise a racist
understanding of who is welcome, who is ‘like us’, or
who is ‘deserving’ of being here
Deprivation powers being used to disproportionately
dispossess racialised citizens of their British citizenship

The Home Office, or rather the Hostile Office, at its
foundation is racist and anti-migrant. Remedial action or
reform cannot address these foundations, therefore it is
for these reasons our recommendation is for it to be
abolished. 2

https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2022/may/29/windrush-scandal-caused-by-30-years-of-racist-immigration-laws-report


key findings
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Since being created to manage areas including colonial
and plantation business in 1792, the Hostile Office has
existed to manage, regulate or prevent so-called 'aliens' or
'undesirables' from arriving and living in the UK
Over the last century, dehumanising, racist, anti-migrant
language in the UK has remained consistent, dating from
the arrival of Jewish refugees in the late 19th and early 20th
century, with migrants being labelled as an “alien
invasion”, “swarm” and “locusts”
The UK’s immigration system and visa schemes are
embedded in racism and grounded in the concept of
‘racial commodification’. They are explicitly designed to
‘manage’ racialised people as assets to extract resources
or labour from, or dehumanise them through preventative,
restrictive and racist immigration policies
Deprivation of citizenship is racially targeted. Of those who
have had their citizenship revoked since 2002, 85% had or
were deemed to have nationalities of countries in Africa,
South Asia or West Asia (the Middle East) and 83% were
from former British colonies
People of Pakistani and Bangladeshi heritage are most
affected by deprivation of citizenship (41%). All of them (out
of the people whose nationalities we know) were born
British citizens

Trigger warning: Please note this report analyses historical sources
relating to People of Colour and migrants. Therefore, it contains language
that may be triggering to some.



The UK’s colonial history and racist past form the
foundation of the UK’s immigration system. From
criminalising migrants through closing migration routes, to
expanding the detention estate and restricting access to
British citizenship, the Government is set on making life
harder and more insecure for migrants. Racism forms the
foundations of this anti-migrant project, where racial and
nationality background shape who is seen as British and
‘deserving’ to be in this country.

The Hostile Office’s increasingly hostile policies are
explicitly designed to make migrants’ lives unbearable or
restrict their movements. In 2022, a leaked Government
report concluded that 30 years of racist immigration
legislation between 1950 and 1981 was created to reduce
the country’s non-White population. This 52-page analysis
set out how the racist legacy of the British Empire, which
needed racism in order to function, laid the foundations for
the UK’s immigration and citizenship legislation. Moreover,
as our Hostile Office report was being compiled, the news
broke that a former senior civil servant accused officials
behind the ‘Illegal’ Migration Act of “harbouring racist
views” towards migrants. The claimant stated that, from
her perspective, the head of the ‘illegal migration’
taskforce and deputy directors saw “the ultra-hostile
environment towards unwanted foreigners as both being
practical, necessary and gratifying”.

introduction
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In 2023, we launched our Hostile Office campaign to
explore the foundations and historical roots of the UK
borders and immigration system with one single goal in
mind: to explore how racism and colonialism continuously
shape these structures, and how neocolonialism,
imperialism and geopolitics are key factors at play too. 

https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2022/may/29/windrush-scandal-caused-by-30-years-of-racist-immigration-laws-report
https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2022/may/29/windrush-scandal-caused-by-30-years-of-racist-immigration-laws-report
https://news.sky.com/story/former-senior-civil-servant-accused-officials-behind-small-boats-policy-of-harbouring-racist-views-13118004
https://news.sky.com/story/former-senior-civil-servant-accused-officials-behind-small-boats-policy-of-harbouring-racist-views-13118004


In order to tackle hostile immigration policy, we need to
look at the history of colonialism and the concept of who is
seen to be welcome in the UK. Through a combination of
research methods, including surveys, FOIs, interviews, and
data-analysis, this report demonstrates how racism and
colonialism has shaped, and continues to shape, current
immigration policies, specifically legislation around
deprivation of citizenship and visa schemes.

The racist foundations of the Hostile Office
Colonial and racist foundations are all too often
overlooked by the migrant justice sector. Neglecting to look
at the root cause of immigration legislation means that
harmful anti-migrant laws will continue to replicate
themselves. Without considering the role of racism and
colonialism in shaping the Hostile Environment, the sector
also obscures who is being impacted by it, namely
racialised migrants. This also prevents us from
understanding the purpose of these policies: to further
dispossess and exclude racialised and migratised people.

While many people are, to varying degrees, forced to
migrate to leave the ongoing effects of neocolonialism and
Western intervention, the Government has consistently
made it more difficult for these same communities to settle
here. There is a clear disparity between implementing the
inhumane Migration Act 2023 and the (now scrapped)
Rwanda Plan, which leave migrants from the Global South
with no routes through which to come safely to the UK,
versus offering a scheme for (White) Ukrainians.
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Therefore, it is important to understand how these laws
and policies have developed over time to specifically
exclude racialised communities from the former British
Empire from access to the UK, so that we can effectively
and collectively challenge them and the structures that
uphold them.

“’Europeans with blue eyes, blonde hair being killed’: Media coverage of
Ukraine criticised for racism”  - News Laundry, NL Team, 28th February
2022



Immigration legislation stems from a series of laws that
are grounded in fear of ‘difference’ of the ‘Other’. Through
this research we found that this was by design: the
foundations of the UK’s immigration system are in racism
and colonialism, and keeping out populations considered
“undesirable”. This has continued to shape immigration
policies in this country today, where racialised people
from Britain’s former colonies are the most affected by
raids, detention, deportation and deprivation and denial
of citizenship. This is implemented through a multi-tiered
system of ‘Britishness’, where it is harder for racialised
people to get to the UK. Once here their status is more
precarious, which their entitlement to rights is dependent
on. These mechanisms position racialised migrants as
disposable through making their existence in the UK
increasingly insecure. It is essential that advocates for
migrants’ rights understand this in order to effectively
challenge increasingly hostile anti-migrant policies.
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The Hostile Environment refers to a set of policies aimed
at making the lives of migrants as difficult as possible in
the UK and reducing migrant numbers. The Home Office
announced the policy in 2012 and it subsequently led to
the implementation of borders in everyday life. Employers,
landlords, healthcare workers and other public servants
are required to check immigration status before providing
a service or offering someone a job. The term is often
attributed to Theresa May, however it was first used by
Labour immigration minister Liam Byrne in 2007.

definitions

We use the term migrants, including refugees in our work.
The term migrant is a general umbrella term, which
encompasses refugees, people seeking asylum,
international students, migrant workers, undocumented
migrants and many other migrant groups. Refugees are
migrants: they are a subgroup of migrants with protection
needs and rights. Placing an “and” in between “migrants”
and “refugees” incorrectly implies that refugees are not a
subgroup of migrants, and also begins to reinforce
divisive narratives. 

https://www.theguardian.com/uk/2007/may/16/immigration.immigrationandpublicservices
https://migrantsrights.org.uk/projects/wordsmatter/migrants-and-refugees-versus-migrants-including-refugees/


In 1782, the Northern and Southern Departments, which
were responsible for different areas of domestic and
foreign policy, were restructured into departments
resembling the Home and Foreign Offices. The Hostile
Office was composed of the Southern Department,
officials from the abolished Colonial Office and
responsibilities from the Commission of Trade, which
included colonial or plantation business. In 1783, a sub-
department called the Plantation Department was
formed and the Home Secretary held responsibility for
colonial matters until 1801. Colonial matters were then
transferred to the War Department.  

In the late 18th and early 19th centuries, responsibilities
were added, which still form part of the Hostile Office’s
key functions. In 1793, the function for the ‘regulation of
aliens’ was brought into the Department’s remit following
the Aliens Act 1793, and naturalisation was added to its
responsibilities in 1844. In 1836 the Aliens Office was
absorbed into the Home Office and in 1904, a specialised
administrative department was introduced called the
Aliens Division.

origins of the hostile office

history of the uk immigration system
Borders and immigration systems are seen as an integral
and unchangeable part of the world. Yet, they are a
recent invention in human history, with their legacies in
nation state-building and the British Empire. To
understand how we got to the point of such securitised
borders today, we must look to their development,
particularly through the dynamics of racism, colonialism
and other systems of prejudice and control. In
understanding how we got here, we come to see how
temporary the global system of borders is and how, rather
than being a natural part of our world, it is in fact a
manufactured tool of oppression.
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https://www.british-history.ac.uk/office-holders/vol5/pp1-10
https://discovery.nationalarchives.gov.uk/details/r/C150
https://discovery.nationalarchives.gov.uk/details/r/C150
https://discovery.nationalarchives.gov.uk/details/r/C150
https://discovery.nationalarchives.gov.uk/details/r/C150


In 1793, the Aliens Act was introduced in response to
Huguenot refugees arriving in Britain. The Government and
monarchy were concerned about the prospect of refugees
stirring up revolutionary sentiment amongst British people.
This legislation prevented some ships from France carrying
refugees from docking, and legalised forced removals of
those who were suspected of being ‘subversives.’ However,
it is the infamous 1905 Aliens Act that firmly set the
foundation for the Hostile Office evident in 2024.

The New European, ‘Daily Hate: The Mail’s century-long quest to demonise
migrants, Liz Gerard, 13th April 2023
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The 1905 Aliens Act aimed to “prevent the landing of
undesirable immigrants” except at a port where an
immigration officer was present. The arrival of Jewish
refugees fleeing pogroms fuelled anti-migrant and
Antisemitic rhetoric that paved the way for the Aliens Act.
The Daily Mail labelled it as an ‘Alien Invasion’; a narrative
that took hold in the early 20th century, alongside the
racist language of ‘swarm’ and ‘locusts’ to describe
migrants, including refugees .

https://www.theneweuropean.co.uk/daily-mail-century-long-quest-to-demonise-migrants/
https://www.theneweuropean.co.uk/daily-mail-century-long-quest-to-demonise-migrants/
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/1905/13/pdfs/ukpga_19050013_en.pdf
https://bylinetimes.com/2023/05/23/from-uganda-to-rwanda-the-british-political-class-ever-present-hostility-to-aliens/


This Act was the first appearance of the ‘character’ test in
UK immigration law and the burden of proof placed on
migrants, including refugees. The Act stated that an
immigrant must prove they are seeking admission to the
country “solely to avoid prosecution or punishment on
religious or political grounds or for an offence of a political
character”. The early development of framing migrants as
a threat, as something to be feared and controlled, is
incredibly visible in this Act and has set the tone for future
legislation to be brought in through similar tactics . 

This mistrust of migrants shaped early refugee policy in the
early twentieth century, where politicians questioned how
‘genuine’ the claims for protection were. MPs criticised the
policy at the time because the burden was on the
Immigration Officer to prove that a refugee was lying and
noted the perceived difficulty in gaining that information.
In contrast, the asylum system today means that the
burden of proving that someone is at risk of persecution is
now on people seeking asylum.

“... those political refugees have now only to state that they are
political refugees, and the onus of proving that their statement is
inaccurate falls upon the Immigration Officer. By blind devotion to the
right of asylum we can easily create social and economic problems here
which may become a source of great danger”. - Mr Goulding, 1911, Order
for Second Reading of the Aliens Bill

This suspicion of migrants, including refugees, helped pave
the way for successive discriminatory legislation including
the 1914 Aliens Registration Act and 1919 Aliens Restrictions
Act. Notably, “aliens” were required to register with the
State. The 1914 Act embedded war-time ‘Germanophobia’
(anti-German sentiment) in law and granted officers the
power to arrest or detain “aliens” amongst other provisions.
The 1919 Act extended the 1914 Act into peacetime with
specific provisions around conviction on the grounds of
‘sedition’ amongst the armed forces, or for the promotion
(or attempted promotion) of industrial action. The new
requirement of migrants needing to register with the police
therefore pointed to an inherent suspicion of racialised
people.
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https://hansard.parliament.uk/commons/1911-04-28/debates/0392ad39-0fd8-490a-94e5-40b472dfe13b/AliensBill
https://migrantsrights.org.uk/2024/02/12/burden-of-proof/#:~:text=The%20'burden%20of%20proof'%20is,of%20persecution%20because%20of%20it.
https://hansard.parliament.uk/commons/1911-04-28/debates/0392ad39-0fd8-490a-94e5-40b472dfe13b/AliensBill


The 1919 ‘race riots’ took place in the same year the Aliens
Restrictions Act was passed. Violence by White people was
directed towards racialised communities in Glasgow, South
Shields, Salford, London, Hull, Newport, Barry, Liverpool and
Cardiff. Five people were killed, and there were numerous
street fights, and vandalised properties. The Hostile Office
responded to this by launching a “repatriation scheme” to
return Black and Arab colonial workers to their countries of
origin. The racism that erupted during this period continued
between the First and Second World Wars.

The turmoil caused by the First World War and political
shifts happening at the time such as the Russian Revolution
and rise of the Nazi party contributed to displacement
across Europe. Refugees from the Basque, Russia, Belgium
and Jewish people from Germany, Austria and
Czechoslovakia were accepted into the UK, but in very
small numbers in comparison to those needing protection.
This period of history is arguably the chapter in which is
often cited in arguments around the UK’s ‘proud history’ of
offering protection, particularly relating to Jewish people
fleeing persecution and the Holocaust. The
Kindertransport, which refers to the Jewish children sent to
the UK between 1938 and 1939, saw 10,000 children brought
here. However, this figure is a small proportion of the
people that were seeking safety during this period and
there is very little discussion of how many Jewish people
were not granted protection by the British Government. In
fact, Government policy at the time was arguably designed
to keep out European Jews, and protection that was
granted was largely on a temporary basis.

“I have a sheaf of letters written by my grandparents, Hedwig and Arthur
Sigler, from wartime Nazi Germany to my father who had escaped to England
on the Kindertransport. As I read those letters the words that keep coming
to mind are ‘illegal’ and ‘safe passage’. To the Nazis my grandparents –
together with their siblings, relatives and friends – were ‘illegal’ – Jews
with no rights. For them there was no ‘safe passage’. They applied for visas
to the United States, Colombia, Cuba, Uruguay, Argentina and Britain. But
every door was closed. And had they tried to escape across borders,
refugees fleeing the onslaught of the Holocaust, then they would have been
deemed illegal in the countries they reached. The designation of ‘illegal’ and
the lack of safe passage were my grandparents’ death warrants,
transported to Auschwitz in July 1942. And murdered”. - Nick Sigler,
Migrants’ Rights Network Board Member
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https://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/education/resources/1919-race-riots/#:~:text=In%201919%2C%20a%20series%20of,properties%20and%20five%20people%20killed
https://www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/education/resources/1919-race-riots/#:~:text=In%201919%2C%20a%20series%20of,properties%20and%20five%20people%20killed
https://freemovement.org.uk/a-short-history-of-british-bespoke-refugee-schemes/
https://freemovement.org.uk/a-short-history-of-british-bespoke-refugee-schemes/
https://catdir.loc.gov/catdir/samples/cam032/99024282.pdf


After the 1919 Act, it was the British Nationality Act 1948 (BNA
1948), which shaped the notion of the “good immigrant”.
This was the same year that HMS Windrush arrived in the
UK. The BNA 1948 stated that “aliens” could become
naturalised as long as they were of “good character” and
had “sufficient knowledge of the English Language.” This
kind of dog whistle language has been part and parcel of
migration legislation in the UK. “Good character” and
English language ability have contributed to the image of
the “good immigrant”, shaped by racist ideas of worth and
deservingness. This is especially the case with the vague
and arbitrary judgement on whether someone is of “good
character”. These requirements formed the foundation of
efforts in coming decades to deprive current and former
colonial citizens of their citizenship.

A newspaper clipping detailing a debate while the
1971 Immigration Act was going through Parliament

The Commonwealth Immigrants Act 1962 (which was
amended by the following 1968 legislation) was the first
legislation to curtail the right of entry to the UK for people
from the Commonwealth and Colonies. The legislation was
specifically aimed at limiting “coloured migration” and a
ministerial committee was set up to investigate ‘colonial
migration’ and whether it should be limited. 

This Act introduced
a ‘voucher’ system
under which a
limited number of
people from the
Commonwealth
were permitted to
enter. 

11
Immigration voucher
1963. British Library

https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2022/may/30/britain-immigration-system-racist-laws
https://freemovement.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/CIA1962.pdf
https://freemovement.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/CIA1962.pdf
https://thebritishlibraryinstallation.com/1963/
https://thebritishlibraryinstallation.com/1963/


“The principle that the United Kingdom should maintain an open door for
British subjects grew up tacitly at a time when the coloured races of the
Commonwealth were at a more primitive stage of development than now.
There was no danger then of a coloured invasion of this country…” - quote
from 1950s ministerial committee investigation 

The process of limiting citizenship rapidly accelerated from
the 1960s to the 1980s. The Commonwealth Immigrants Act
1968 and the Immigration Act 1971 narrowly reclassified
British citizenship, first limiting it at birth to those with a
parent or grandparent born in Britain and then through the
concept of patriality, meaning those born in or with a
parent born in Britain. This was targeted at racialised
colonial and Commonwealth citizens, because in 1971, 98%
of people born in Britain were White. Patriality was defined
in the 1971 Act in a way that included many citizens of the
White dominion territories (Canada, Australia and New
Zealand) and excluded most Commonwealth citizens.

The context of these acts was Asian-heritage communities
migrating from East Africa to the UK. In these cases, many
East African Asians who held British passports chose to
migrate to the UK, but did not experience a welcoming
reception. Debates were marked by references to  an
“invasion” of the UK by these communities, with several MPs
noting that, regardless of the language used, both Acts
were racially discriminatory, with “Commonwealth” and
“non-patrial” used as euphemisms for racialised
populations. These culminated in the 1981 British Nationality
Act, which removed birthright citizenship and finally ended
the category of Citizen of the UK and Colonies - people
deemed not to be “closely connected” nor “belong” to the
UK. It opened the door to the creation of a variety of new
categories, which inferred the colonised connections but
with no rights to live or reside in the UK, including the
categorisation of British Overseas citizenship.
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The fallacy of citizens of the former British Empire not
having valid connections to Britain (unless they are from
the few majority White countries) was used simply to
reduce the number of racialised people in Britain. It is why
soon after the 1981 Act was passed, visa restrictions were
brought in for Indian, Pakistani, Bangladeshi, Nigerian and
Ghanaian nationals. 

https://books.google.co.uk/books?id=PyCsEAAAQBAJ&pg=PT32&lpg=PT32&dq=The+principle+that+the+United+Kingdom+should+maintain+an+open+door+for+British+subjects+grew+up+tacitly+at+a+time+when+the+coloured+races+of+the+Commonwealth+were+at+a+more+primitive+stage+of+development+than+now.+There+was+no+danger+then+of+a+coloured+invasion+of+this+country%22&source=bl&ots=8SmvF7V196&sig=ACfU3U3PUjybKntqiIMcydJA218Uu_mDwQ&hl=en&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwj_pPaLg--FAxXmQ0EAHeGiCAsQ6AF6BAgbEAM#v=onepage&q&f=false
https://books.google.co.uk/books?id=PyCsEAAAQBAJ&pg=PT32&lpg=PT32&dq=The+principle+that+the+United+Kingdom+should+maintain+an+open+door+for+British+subjects+grew+up+tacitly+at+a+time+when+the+coloured+races+of+the+Commonwealth+were+at+a+more+primitive+stage+of+development+than+now.+There+was+no+danger+then+of+a+coloured+invasion+of+this+country%22&source=bl&ots=8SmvF7V196&sig=ACfU3U3PUjybKntqiIMcydJA218Uu_mDwQ&hl=en&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwj_pPaLg--FAxXmQ0EAHeGiCAsQ6AF6BAgbEAM#v=onepage&q&f=false
https://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctvwh8fgs
https://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctvwh8fgs
https://global.oup.com/academic/product/citizenship-and-immigration-in-postwar-britain-9780199240548?cc=pl&lang=en&
https://www.striking-women.org/module/map-major-south-asian-migration-flows/twice-migrants-african-asian-migration-uk
https://hansard.parliament.uk/Commons/1968-02-27/debates/357f59e5-0cfa-4b26-8d66-24d179630fac/CommonwealthImmigrantsBill
https://api.parliament.uk/historic-hansard/commons/1971/mar/08/immigration-bill
https://api.parliament.uk/historic-hansard/commons/1980/jul/30/british-nationality
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/historical-background-information-on-nationality/historical-background-information-on-nationality-accessible


The ‘virginity testing’ scandal also occurred in this period,
which used the false belief that many racialised migrants
were engaged in ‘sham marriages’ in order to perform
inaccurate and invasive medical examinations on
(primarily South Asian) women migrating on fiancée visas.
The scandal encapsulated the inherent suspicion of
racialised migrants, as well as what multiple governments
saw as a demographic threat of permanent settlement.

The 1981 British Nationality Act was a watershed moment. In
dispossessing millions of future citizens of Britain’s former
colonies, it also became the foundational legislation for
deprivation of citizenship policies. The Act further
embedded racism in the UK’s citizenship and immigration
laws by altering the status of thousands of non-White
people already residing in Britain and further reducing their
current status of “second-class” citizens.” The 2002
amendment to the Act enabled British citizenship to be
removed from people for national security reasons - almost
all of those affected so far have been racialised and (with
heritage) from former British colonies. This Act was
criticised at the time as effectively legalising racism in
Britain.

The ‘War on Terror’ and a racist, colonial border system
have continued to converge since then to create a two-tier
citizenship system: racialised and other migratised people
can face a double standard of punishment, where
alongside facing punishment for an alleged offence, they
can also have their citizenship stripped from them. This has
increasingly been the case as deprivation of citizenship
laws have become more hostile - most notably through the
2004 Asylum and Immigration (Treatment of Claimants) Act,
the 2006 Immigration, Asylum and Nationality Act and the
2014 Immigration Act - the last of which has allowed the
Home Secretary to effectively make someone stateless. 

The 2014 Immigration Act is also a key piece of legislation,
alongside the 2016 Immigration Act. The former Act
removed protections for Commonwealth citizens in the UK
and instated a ‘deport first, appeal later’ policy, expanding
the harm done to people. The raft of hostile measures that
has turned teachers, landlords, doctors, employers and
more into immigration officers has had a massive
detrimental impact on migrants and migratised people 
in the UK. The racialised narratives of ‘mass migration’,
criminality and threat have reinforced anti-migrant 
policies as racist policies. 

13

https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/journal-of-global-history/article/india-the-united-nations-human-rights-commission-and-the-1979-virginity-testing-scandal/983D522E0EC69C5F720D82A089CA7C5B
https://ojs.library.okstate.edu/osu/index.php/FICS/article/view/817/1562#:~:text=Britain%27s%20most%20recent%2C%20successful%20effort,white%20children%20born%20in%20Britain
https://dpglaw.co.uk/supreme-court-rules-deport-first-appeal-later-policy-unlawful/
https://www.libertyhumanrights.org.uk/fundamental/hostile-environment/


One of the most notable examples of the impact of the
Hostile Environment on migrants and racialised people is
the Windrush scandal whereby people who arrived in the
UK between 1948 and 1971 were sent letters from the Hostile
Office that they had no right to be in the country. In
practice, this meant they started to lose jobs, homes,
benefits and access to healthcare. Some were also placed
in detention, deported or refused the right to return from
abroad. This was a direct result of the Hostile Environment
and a decision by the Government to destroy immigration
records that were, in many cases, the only record of a
person arriving. This disproportionately impacted people
from the Caribbean.

The racism of the UK’s immigration system did not start
with the 2022 Nationality and Borders Act; it has been a
fundamental part of the UK’s borders and is inextricable
from the process of dispossessing citizens of the (former)
British Empire. This is and always has been the nature of
the Hostile Office.
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deprivation of citizenship
Citizenship is explicitly constructed as a privilege by the
Hostile Office. Entitlement to that privilege is therefore
something that an individual must prove, and that proof
often must be demonstrated along the lines of ‘integration’
and performing the role of the ‘good migrant’. In contrast, if
a citizen or potential citizen is determined to be not of 

‘good character’ or ‘conducive to public
good’, then they can be at risk of
deprivation of citizenship.

While deprivation of citizenship
powers began with amendments
to the British Nationality Act 1981,
the ideology behind it can be
traced back to the British
Nationality Act of 1948.

https://www.freedomfromtorture.org/news/windrush-and-the-hostile-environment-all-you-need-to-know
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/5a7c9fb2e5274a30fa38ff47/Factsheet_15_Deprivation.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/5a7c9fb2e5274a30fa38ff47/Factsheet_15_Deprivation.pdf


The Act’s introduction of “good character” requirements as
a condition of citizenship is directly related to provisions
set out in this late colonial-era legislation. As
decolonisation spread and migration from colonies to the
UK grew, the British Government reduced the scope of
British citizenship in order to prevent racialised migrants
from being able to move to the UK. The 1981 Act also laid out
the circumstances in which someone could be deprived of
their British citizenship: if the means through which they
had become a naturalised citizen were fraudulent, and if
they held the citizenship of another country. Since 2002, the
law has shifted to enable the Government to remove British
citizenship from these same populations and their
descendants. 

In 2003, an amendment to the British Nationality Act 1981
was passed, which widened the grounds for deprivation of
citizenship to include doing ‘anything seriously prejudicial
to the vital interests of the United Kingdom or a British
overseas territory’. This amendment was nicknamed the
‘Hamza amendment’, as it was passed specifically to
deport one man, Abu Hamza, a naturalised British citizen.
At the time, journalist Philip Hensher wrote an article
highlighting the racist undertone of this policy, stating:
“It is a startling racist move: no-one can suppose for a second that this
law will be invoked against, say, a former French national who protests
against the conduct of the war in even the most virulent terms. It is, quite
clearly, directed only at a certain class of person who holds a British
passport; one with a brown skin and a non-European religion, and if they
could extend these measures to apply to second and third-generation
immigrants, there is no doubt that they would”.

Prior to 2003’s ‘Hamza amendment’, the power to deprive
someone of their British citizenship had not been used for
30 years. However, since the start of the War on Terror,
laws have been introduced to target specific people.
Section 66 of the 2014 Immigration Act was passed to
deprive Hilal al Jedda of citizenship for a third time; and
Clause 9 of the 2022 Nationality and Borders Act was
passed in response to a case that was won on appeal as
the Government failed to notify the recipient of her
deprivation of citizenship. This has allowed the
Government to bend and amend laws to banish specific
(and racialised) people. It has been used at least 215
times on national security/‘public good’ grounds since.
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Our findings analysing available information on those
deprived of citizenship and their nationalities found that
between 2002 and 2022 85% had or were deemed to have
nationalities of countries in Africa, South Asia or West Asia
(the Middle East) and 83% were from former British colonies.
Of this, 41% were South Asian, all being Pakistani or
Bangladeshi. All of these South Asians were also British
citizens from birth, who the Government began depriving
citizenship from in 2009, following the 2006 Immigration,
Asylum and Nationality Act, which lowered the requirement
for deprivation to where it is ‘conducive to the public good’.
In total, 47% of the people who had their nationality
deprived that we know of were sole British citizens from
birth or a young age (several claimed asylum and gained
British citizenship as children).

Many British Pakistani diaspora have a Pakistan Origin
Card (POC), as do many British Indian diaspora with a
Overseas Citizens of India (OCI) card. These entitle people
to visa-free travel in Pakistan and India, respectively, but
are not equivalent to citizenship of either country, nor do
they inherently make people eligible for such citizenship.
However, under British nationality guidance, they are
treated as citizenship of another country and taken into
consideration in deprivation decisions as a result. 

In one case, a father and three of his children (known as S1,
T1, U1 and V1) had their citizenship deprived from them on
the basis that they could claim Pakistani citizenship. They
were all British citizens from birth. This brings into question
how nationality and belonging is perceived by the British
state. It positions racialised and migratised British citizens
as always somewhat “foreign”, where no matter how many
generations have grown up in the UK and regardless of
whether they’ve held any other citizenship, they are always
at considerable risk of losing it. 

case study: British Pakistanis and
Deprivation of Citizenship
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https://www.whatdotheyknow.com/request/clarification_of_section_40_of_i/response/315584/attach/html/2/Mr%20V%20Kumar%2025%209%2012%20OCI.pdf.html
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Statelessness
The Immigration Act 2014 made it so the Home Secretary
could deprive someone of their British citizenship, if they
had a well-founded belief that the individual would be able
to claim the citizenship of another country, even if doing so
would actually make them stateless. This essentially
enables the Government to make someone stateless
without declaring they have made someone stateless. 

The Government has repeatedly applied this in bad faith,
as with the examples above. In some cases, people’s
deprivation has been overturned as a result: Five Britons,
known as C3, C4, C7, E3 and N3, were all people deprived of
their British citizenship, which was the sole nationality they
held, for ‘public good’ reasons. The Government argued
that this didn’t make them stateless, as they were able to
claim Bangladeshi citizenship. However, their appeals to
reinstate their citizenship were granted, as they were all
over the age of 21 - the age limit at which individuals of
Bangladeshi heritage are able to claim citizenship. In other
cases, as with Shamima Begum, deprivation has not been
overturned. It is interesting, then, that the Hostile Office
claims that this power has not been used since its
introduction in 2014.

‘Good character’ and conducive to public good
Closely related to deprivation of
citizenship practices is the “good
character” test involved in applications
for British citizenship, as well as long-
term settlement, like Indefinite Leave to
Remain (ILR). The public good
requirement - that an individual’s
presence in the UK is “conducive to the
public good” - echoes the criteria for
depriving individuals of settlement and
British citizenship. In both cases it goes
beyond the law, meaning people
deemed “unsavoury” can be refused
longer term settlement or citizenship.
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https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/63c56cd3d3bf7f580416e771/E02842379_Counter-Terrorism_Disruptive_Powers_Report_2021_Proof_v04.pdf


An individual is considered to not be of ‘good character’ if
there is information to suggest a variety of factors
including:
 
Criminality: if they have not respected or are not prepared
to abide by the law for example, they have been convicted
of a crime or there are reasonable grounds to suspect

Financial soundness: if their financial affairs have not been
in appropriate order - for example, they have failed to pay
taxes for which they were liable or have accrued
significant debt

Notoriety: if there are activities associated with the
individual that are ‘notorious’ and cast serious doubt on
their standing in the local community

Deception and dishonesty: if they have been deliberately
dishonest or deceptive in their dealings with the UK
Government, for example they have made false claims in
order to obtain benefits

International crimes, terrorism and other non-conducive
activity: if they have been involved in or associated with
war crimes, crimes against humanity or genocide,
terrorism, or other actions that are considered not to be
conducive to the public good

Immigration-related matters: if they have breached
immigration laws, for example by overstaying, working in
breach of conditions or assisting in the evasion of
immigration control

However, the Government guidance states that the list of
reasons someone may be considered to be not of good
character is “non-exhaustive” and someone can be refused
citizenship if they do not clearly fall into one of these
categories. In regard to terrorism and other non-conducive
activity, this includes “supporting groups whose main
purpose or mode of operation consists of the committing
of [war] crimes, even if that support did not make any
direct contribution to the groups’” crimes. 
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For example, the proscription of the LTTE (Liberation Tigers
of Tamil Eelam) and the PKK (Kurdistan Workers’ Party) has
proved controversial in this context. As a result, such
decisions often involve highly political judgements.

It is clear that judgements of ‘character’ present a
significant racialised barrier of access to the UK, leaving
racialised migrants in an extended state of insecurity,
having to re-apply for shorter-term visas, if they are
deemed “non-conducive” to settlement. The policy is
vague, leaving it vulnerable to abuse by the Hostile Office
due to negative interpretations informed by prejudice,
particularly the “public good” requirement. A 2022 UN
report specifically criticised the Nationality and Borders
Act 2022 and British Nationality Act 1981 for this reason, as
the inadequate definition of being “conducive to the public
good” enables it to be used arbitrarily, putting people’s
human rights and fundamental freedoms at risk.

Furthermore, the terminology of ‘good’ invokes racist ideals
of ‘civility’ and associations of racialised migrants with
criminality and, for Muslim migrants, with extremism. The
concept of public good and its application are inspired by
colonial abuses of power justified by Orientalist
understandings of what is “good for everyone.” Similarly,
the ‘good character’ constructs the ‘good migrant’ along
the lines of who can perform Britishness, and punishes
those who are not deemed desirable.

Racism runs throughout deprivation of citizenship
provisions: racialised diaspora have their status made
precarious on the grounds that they could feasibly claim
another country’s citizenship, that they are not ‘really’
British. Migrants’ citizenship decisions are reliant on similar
criteria that draws on racist and Islamophobic prejudices,
particularly the vagueness of someone’s presence in the
UK being “conducive to the public good”. The legal
structures for depriving and denying British citizenship is
reliant on racism, where racialised people are
disproportionately excluded from Britishness. 19

We know that the label of “terrorism” is often unequally
applied, resulting in groups fighting for self-determination,
often in the context of the oppressive legacies of colonial
rule, being proscribed, with no action taken against the 
governments enacting the oppression. 

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/09546553.2018.1432199
https://academic.oup.com/bjc/article-abstract/56/5/898/1747142?redirectedFrom=fulltext


A key example of this is the treatment of the Highly Skilled
Migrants Group (HSMG) by the Home Office. We supported
650 migrants who were denied indefinite leave to remain
(ILR) in the UK by the Home Office on the basis of historical
self-employment ‘tax discrepancies’ clause 322(5). This was
used to determine that it is ‘undesirable’ for them to settle
in the UK, including on the basis of their ‘character’ and
‘dishonesty’ i.e. ‘not conducive to the public good’. Nearly
90% of those with cases remaining were from Pakistan,
Bangladesh, India or Sri Lanka. The remaining people with
cases are Indo-Caribbean or from Nigeria or Zimbabwe. All
countries of origin were former British colonies.

Despite the fact the ‘discrepancies’ were rectified by
HMRC, many of them were still left with insecurity and have
not had their cases positively resolved, effectively leaving
them in limbo, and pushed into debt and destitution with
some reporting debt of £60,000. In addition, the situation
has had a detrimental effect on the mental and physical
health of the migrants.  A significant number of the HSMG
report stress-related illnesses. Furthermore, we have
supported individuals who experienced devastating
mental health consequences including suicidal thoughts
and depression, while others reported the break down of
spousal relationships. 

Case study: Highly Skilled Migrants Group 
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This works to increase the insecurity of all racialised people
in the UK, regardless of citizenship status or nationality/ies
held, both because of whom these policies target and
because of the foundations of them in shutting out
racialised colonial and Commonwealth citizens. 



Racial Commodification 

visa schemes
Visa schemes are an 
embodiment of the State’s belief 
it has the right to decide who is welcome 
within its borders, and at what price. Since the latter half of
the twentieth century, UK governments have been
removing citizenship and free entry entitlements to citizens
of Britain’s former colonies. In its place, numerous
restrictive visa systems have been introduced, including for
specific nationalities. This has served to create an
increasingly large and insecure class of migrant workers,
where visa schemes treat people as capital- a form of
racial capitalism or commodification whereby people are
commodified or turned into objects when selling their
labour. 

hostile office visa

The commodification of racialised people and/or people
from the Global South for the purposes of economic
extraction and exploitation by the Global North. People are
dehumanised into objects selling their labour by the
globalised capitalist system and immigration schemes for
migrant workers. 

racial commodification

The reduction in scope of British nationality brought in
through the Commonwealth Immigration Acts has been
replaced by increasingly restrictive visas. Work vouchers
were introduced in the 1960s, with three different
categories of workers: Category A for Commonwealth
citizens with a definite job offer, category B for people
with specified professional qualifications and category C
(only in practice for a few years) had a limited number of
vouchers allocated through lottery. 

Today, we have a points-based immigration system where
people are sponsored.
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Those in the sponsored route tend to be the most
precarious, including seasonal workers, other temporary
workers, and ‘Skilled Migrants’. Most migrant workers have
No Recourse to Public Funds (NRPF) status, introduced in
1999, which has exacerbated insecurity and abuse by
leaving workers without protection, should they report
exploitation or extortion.

This system relies on viewing people solely as economic
units, with their worth derived from their labour under
capitalism. As a result, people become worthless in the
eyes of the immigration system if they have to leave their
employer because of abuse, or if they are unemployed. The
narrowing of citizenship entitlements and restrictions on
movement is also beneficial for the State from a financial
perspective, as visa schemes make money - a lot of it. Fees
for both visas and the Immigration Health Surcharge (IHS)
have frequently increased significantly, outpacing
inflation. If these costs had risen with inflation, people
applying for settlement visas would be charged £675 less
and the IHS would be £771 cheaper*. The IHS did not even
exist until 2015, making this a significant route for the
Government to make money from migrants over the last
decade. Politicians also framed the increase this year of
the IHS by 66% as a direct result of increasing pay for
doctors.

*£514 for a Tier 2/Skilled Worker visa in 2014 would cost £680 in February
2024, £39 less than the current fee. £885 for a settlement visa would be
£1171, £675 less, and the £200 IHS charge that began in 2015 would be £264,
£771 less than the current fee. 22

https://hansard.parliament.uk/commons/2023-07-13/debates/677D41A0-5A85-4869-8167-69044929D759/PublicSectorPay


While narratives of “contribution” often dominate
arguments for raising these fees, as they do for those
wanting to reduce migration for low-income occupations,
the economy actually relies upon a system of both high-
earners and a hyper-exploited class in precarious
occupations. This is because of racial capitalism, wherein
multiple systems of labour are divided along racial lines.
This reflects a hierarchy of disposability, where mobility is
managed along the lines of race, which certain countries
and regions come to signify. 

It is also essential to note the exploitation of sponsored
workers, which dominates the care and agricultural sectors
but is not limited to these sectors. Sponsorship visa
schemes tie people’s visa status in the UK to their sponsor
i.e. employer - an arrangement that is rife with exploitation.
Many employers have been charging extortionate and
illegal recruitment fees leaving migrant workers in debt-
bondage once they get to the UK. This means they have
little to no money to support themselves if they leave their
employer, especially as they have no access to public
funds once unemployed, and only have a limited period in
which to find themselves a new sponsoring employer. A
majority racialised workforce is then left in a position of
quasi-indentured labour, where the law is more focused on
immigration enforcement than safeguarding people. By
‘quasi-indentured’, we mean when someone is forced to a
degree, to work in a situation, as their ability to leave that
work is highly limited due to the above reasons.

“I came to the UK to work, I have paid so much money for my visa.
Immigration skills charge,  NHS surcharge. I did everything by the
book, I have even paid fees I was not supposed to pay, because I was
not aware.  Now I am stuck, I have been in the UK for 4 months. My
sponsor says he has no work. I am in a foreign country, with no
family, no friends, no money and no recourse to public funds. What
am I supposed to do?” - Care Worker
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On the other hand, visa schemes and policies that act as
internal borders, can generate huge profit for the Hostile
Office. 

A premium sponsorship licence for Tiers 2 and 5 costs
£25,000 (large sponsor) and a premium sponsor scheme -
Tiers 2 & 5 (small sponsor) costs £8,000

A Temporary Worker visa (if the application is made in the
UK) costs £298 while a Skilled Worker visa costs £1,420 

This snapshot of how the state monetises migrants’ access
to employment and demonstrates the interest the
Government has in opposing a different system.
Furthermore, despite the impact of Britain’s colonial legacy
and ongoing foreign interventions that either cause or
contribute to the reasons many migrants, including
refugees, come to the UK, the State subjects them to racist
bureaucratic processes and then charges them high
application costs.

health and care visa
The Health and Care visa was introduced as separate from
other Skilled Worker visa categories in December 2020. The
visa category has rapidly expanded since then, forming
the largest number of sponsored workers. 

With this, exploitation has also increased, leaving many in
harmful conditions that echo colonial migration patterns
where racialised populations were treated not as people,
but commodities. Today, the nationalities most
represented on this visa are Indian nationals, followed by
Nigerian, Zimbabwean, Ghanaian, Bangladeshi and
Pakistani nationals, respectively. While this differs from the
women who came from the Caribbean and largely
represented migrant healthcare workers following World
War II and the 1948 Nationality Act, all are from former
British colonies. 

Their mobility is tightly managed: these workers have no
access to public funds; they are sponsored workers,
meaning their visa is tied to their employer continuing to
sponsor them; and from 2024, people on this visa can no
longer bring family members with them as dependents. 
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These conditions intend to enforce their status in the UK as
temporary. Often they have to leave family behind in their
country of origin, which means they are easier to deport,
without being able to rely on familial and children’s rights.
In this way, the Government is able to treat people like
capital, as ‘stocks’. This is a deeply racialised association
for the majority African and South Asian people on this
visa, where they can be moved or rejected from the UK as
and when it is deemed necessary to the economy.

The matter of mobility is important in understanding why
migrants on Health and Care visas have become so
prominent. Doctors and other medical and care staff have
protested their underpayment in the UK, with successive
waves of strikes in recent years. It has spurred British staff
to leave the UK and move to work in countries like Australia,
meaning migrant workers are recruited to fill these
shortages. As a result, migrant workers are treated like a
cheaper commodity to be traded, and extorted, as
illustrated by the often precarious and exploitative nature
of their employment in the UK.

The poor working conditions of migrant workers has also
been documented: withheld pay and poor contracts
meant that migrant workers often worked longer hours in
more hazardous conditions and had less freedom to resign.
In 2020, 38% of migrant workers we surveyed felt they would
lose their job if they didn’t go to work in these conditions.
This is exacerbated by lacking access to public funds, as
well as the fact that migrant workers were placed in
higher-risk environments within these settings.

This is also reflected in the way that this sponsored visa
route opened in the first year of the COVID-19 pandemic,
where people working in care homes and healthcare
settings were at exceptionally high risk of contracting the
virus. With failure to provide them with adequate PPE
(Personal Protective Equipment), these workers were at
greater risk of both severe cases of COVID-19 and death,
and becoming disabled as a result of ‘Long Covid’. As a
result, 76% of migrant frontline workers felt they were
putting their health on the line while working at the height
of the pandemic. 

T
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The predominance of migrant workers in this field and the
disposability with which they were treated is emblematic of
Ruth Wilson Gilmore’s definition of racism as ‘the state-
sanctioned….production and exploitation of group-
differentiated vulnerability to premature death.’ In other
words: racism devalues the lives of racialised people, often
leaving them in situations where they are more likely to die,
such as increased exposure to high-risk environments.
Racism is a structure of manufactured vulnerability, which
is reinforced by the UK’s punitive visa system.

seasonal workers
Migrant workers on the Seasonal Worker visa scheme,
specifically seasonal agricultural workers, are a prime
example of the commodification of migrants from both the
Global South and Eastern Europe who are commodified by
both the scheme and the narrative it relies on to exploit
them.

The Seasonal Worker visa is available for workers to come
to the UK and work in horticulture for up to six months or
poultry between October and December. A form of visa
scheme for migrant agricultural workers has been in place
between 1945 and 2014 in the UK. From 2008, the seasonal
worker scheme at the time was restricted to Bulgarian and
Romanian workers until 2014. 

A combination of shortages caused by Brexit and
exacerbated by the Covid-19 pandemic meant that UK
farms were struggling to recruit workers. As a result, the
Pick for Britain scheme was brought in by the Government
in April 2020 to recruit domestic workers into seasonal
agricultural roles. However, the scheme was scrapped 12
months later after only 5 to 11% of the 70,000 target was
filled by UK-born workers. 

Since 2014, there has been a shift in demographics of those
recruited to work on UK farms. In 2019, the UK Government
launched the Seasonal Workers Pilot which allowed two
licensed operators (Concordia and Pro-Force) to recruit up
to 2,500 temporary workers from non-European countries to
work in the UK horticultural sector for up to six months. 
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This was expanded to 10,000 temporary workers for 2020.
The Johnson Government said that the Seasonal Worker
scheme would be in place at least until the end of 2024, but
that the quota would be gradually reduced. However, the
Sunak Government has increased the quota and in 2023
and 2024, the Seasonal Worker quota for horticulture is
45,000 visas a year. Initially, workers on the scheme mostly
came from Russia and Ukraine, but this has shifted to a
wider range of nationalities including those from Nepal,
Indonesia, and Central Asian countries such as Kyrgyzstan,
Uzbekistan and Tajikistan.

The extractive and exploitative nature of the Seasonal
Worker scheme is ultimately colonial in nature. It carries
on a strong tradition of capitalist and colonial-era labour
extraction. Furthermore, the short-term nature of this visa
scheme and migrants’ temporary status means that
worker organising against harsh labour conditions is
incredibly difficult. 

In 2023, the Bureau of Investigative Journalism carried out
an investigation on 22 UK farms which revealed systemic
bullying and abuse of workers. Workers on farms reported
multiple forms of mistreatment including not going to the
toilet for fear of not hitting targets, being forced to work in
gale-force winds, being punished for having their phone in
their pocket or talking to friends in fields, or being
threatened by recruiters with being deported or
blacklisted. Some workers also said they were referred to
simply by their worker number, rather than their name.

Alongside well-documented abuse by employers, migrant
workers on UK farms have been made vulnerable by the
state-enabled exploitation on sponsorship schemes. State
regulated immigration pathways, like the visa 
sponsorship system, are being used to effectively 
traffick workers into exploitative situations. 
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Migrants across multiple employment sectors face
numerous issues including debt bondage, forced labour,
unfair dismissal, threats, and the issue of arriving in the UK
only to find the job they were promised does not exist.

Commodification of seasonal agricultural workers
Constructions of identities in relation to agricultural
labourers can shed light on the foundation of the
contemporary visa scheme. Since its inception in 2019, the
scheme has seen a large number of Ukrainians (91% in 2019)
alongside Moldovians, Russians and Belarusians. In 2023,
recruitment from Central Asia was almost three times
higher than in Europe, with Ukrainians now only making up
just 7.75% of workers and Kyrgyzstan (24.32%) emerging as
the leading nationality amongst seasonal workers.

Labourers from the Global South have provided cheap
labour for the Global North for centuries, and the seasonal
agricultural worker scheme is the latest iteration of this
trend. The British Empire was underpinned by the work of
indentured labour and enslaved people, relying on
racialised people to be a ready source of cheap and mobile
labourers on plantation or farm land. In the 21st century,
migrant workers continue to be reduced to “human capital”
or “stocks and flows'', even by pro-migrants’ rights voices.
This reduction links directly with the very essence of
seasonal worker schemes: migrants are capital or
temporary assets to be managed for economic gain. 

Within Europe itself, Eastern Europeans have experienced
deep xenophobia, migratisation and othering at the hands
of Western European narratives and policies. Eastern
Europeans, notably Polish, Ukrainian, Albanian and
Romanian people, have not always benefited from
proximity to Whiteness both in a historical and
contemporary context. Moreover, the term ‘Eastern
European’ is ambiguous and works similarly to other
racialised categorisations in that it generalises across
numerous ethnicities, cultures and nationalities. In the
context of labour migration to the UK and other Western
European countries, this differential framing of people from
Eastern Europe is useful because it allows the production
and management of racial difference within Whiteness and
Europe for the purposes 
of economic exploitation.
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The Innovator Founder Visa route highlights a different
dimension of the extractive nature of immigration systems.
In contrast to so-called ‘low-skilled’ labour, schemes like
the Innovator Founder Visa extract migrant labour on the
basis that their skills are desirable, or they are deserving
and productive to capitalism.

In March 2019, this visa category was launched as a
replacement for the Tier 1 Entrepreneur visa category. The
scheme has a high threshold in order to be able to apply.
The Hostile Office states a potential applicant must have
an idea for an innovative business in the UK that is
“different from anything else on the market” as well as
“viable, with potential for growth” and scalable. The
applicant must also receive an endorsement from an
approved body to assess if the business idea meets the
requirements.

The Innovator Founder visa emphasises the ‘desirability’ of
migrants in relation to their perceived skill level and their
‘rank’ in labour markets. They are normally wealthy and fit
into the idea of the ‘good, ideal’ migrant narrative. In the
Global North, migrants are granted visas based on their
perceived ability to perform economic needs in relation to
markets. ‘Highly skilled’ migrants are seen as those with
university degrees or entrepreneurial backgrounds in
contrast to ‘low skilled’ manual labour. Furthermore, the
Innovator Founder visa can offer a route to settlement
after three years, in contrast to the Seasonal Workers
scheme which does not allow a route to settlement, nor are
migrants on this visa able to bring dependents to the UK.  

Visa schemes are therefore granted and created
depending on the State’s economic needs and whose
labour and skills it can extract for its own benefit. The
contemporary system of visa schemes emulates the UK’s
history of colonialism, which equally dehumanised large
portions of the global population due to how they defined
their race. As a result, the decrease in mobility of colonised
populations via citizenship and the rise in specific and
limited visa schemes are a clear example of an ongoing
racially-stratified system of bordering.

innovator founder visa
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conclusion 
Racism and exclusion are the basis of immigration policies
in 2024. They stem from a long history of targeting
‘unwelcome’ groups of migrants based on colonial
constructions of race, deservingness or who can be
economically ‘useful’ to Britain. 

This report has endeavoured to demonstrate how
immigration legislation limits the ability of racialised
people from coming to the UK and controls their freedom
to live their lives. Moreover, through analysis informed by
theories of racial capitalism, it is evident that the
increasingly narrow means in which people can migrate to
the UK is conditional and extractive- measured largely in
economic terms. A system based on sponsorship and visa
schemes, including student visas, reduces people from the
Global South to mere economic units, which we define as
racial commodification. Thus continuing the racist,
imperialist history of defining racialised people as objects
to extract labour from by the capitalist Global North: racial
commodification in practice in the 21st Century. 

Furthermore, belonging is a fragile and precarious
construct which is constantly made more difficult by racist
and Islamophobic citizenship laws. The expansion of
deprivation of citizenship legislation is based upon a
colonial-era narrative of ‘good’ and how to perform
Britishness, disproportionately impacting Muslims and
people with African, South Asian or West Asian heritage. 

Tackling the racism and injustices of these legislations
cannot be achieved through simple reform. Oppression is
ingrained in immigration systems and borders, and,
ultimately, they have never been designed to serve the
interests of migrants or racialised people. Rather, these
systems ensure the survival of harmful capitalist and
imperialist mechanisms of exploitation and extraction. That
is why, at the Migrants’ Rights Network, we are no longer
content to campaign for tweaks to harmful infrastructure.

We call for a complete overhaul and abolition of these
systems, and to work towards a future based in justice 
and freedom. 30
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