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What is settlement?

Settlement is a person’s right to permanently live in the UK without any

immigration restrictions. This is called Indefinite Leave to Remain (ILR).

Currently, the requirements for settlement include:

e An applicant must have spent a qualifying period (usually 5 years)
with a visa on a route to settlement

e There are some routes that allow immediate settlement such as
Victims of Domestic Abuse route or Bereaved Partners

e Other routes have 3 years to settlement including the Innovator
Founder route

e Some are ten years such as the Private Life (adult) or Long

Residence routes

In addition, to currently qualify for settlement the person must have
“demonstrated ‘integration’ (showing knowledge of English language and
life in the UK)” and not breached immigration law or committed criminal

offences.
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What are the ‘earned settlement’ proposals?

The minimum mandatory requirements set out in the proposals are

broken down into the following key pillars:

1. Character: The applicant must have a clear criminal record, with
no time punishments for convictions, or exclusions from being able
to gain settlement

e The proposals appear to go further than existing ‘good
character’ guidance, which can limit the exclusion of someone
on the basis of a criminal record, subject to discretion. This
includes dismissing convictions under a certain time period,
or where a significant amount of time has passed.

e For someone who enters the UK via a criminalised route, they
will only be able to qualify for settlement after thirty years,
even after doing so to claim asylum. Refugees who were able
to use one of the extremely limited “safe and legal routes” will

instead be able to qualify after ten years.

2. 'Integration’: The applicant must be able to provide evidence that
they meet English language requirements, which will be at B2 level
under the Common European Framework of Reference for
Languages.

e The applicant must be able to evidence that they have passed

the Life in the UK test.

3. ‘Contribution’”: The applicant must have made a net financial
contribution to the UK, as well as a social contribution.

e The proposals detail that people should have contributed to
the Exchequer by having annual earnings above £12,570 for a
minimum of 3 to 5 years (subject to consultation), in line with
the current thresholds for paying income tax and National
Insurance Contributions (NICs), or an alternative amount of

income.
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e There are time punishments for claiming public funds:
claiming for less than twelve months would increase the
qgualifying period to fifteen years, while claiming for more than
twelve months would increase it to twenty years

e The proposals also seek to have people “prove” the social
contribution they make by reducing qualifying periods for
people who volunteer in their commmunities and who work in
public service jobs by five to seven years and five years,

respectively
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Not a Stranger Survey

The Migrants’ Rights Network, a UK campaigning charity, conducted a
survey with the Not a Stranger group, a migrant-led campaign group
who formed after the Immigration White Paper (IWP) announcement

last year.

Key findings

e The vast majority reported high levels of frustration (80%), worry (79%),
anxiety (75%), and feeling isolated (47%), alongside low levels of
hopefulness, resilience and determination

e 81% of the cohort do not believe the immigration system treats all
migrants equally

e 92% of respondents believe the way people talk about immigration has
changed for the worse

e 69% believe the current climate makes them question whether they

want to stay in the UK long term

Survey respondents

225 people responded to the survey, comprising migrants currently
residing in the UK. Respondents included individuals across different
visa statuses, distributed across the country, and from diverse

nationalities. The survey sample includes:

o 62% women
o 56% employed full time, 16% unemployed
o 57% postgraduates
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What do migrants think about the current
immigration system?

While settlement and citizenship proposals aim to make it harder and more
complex to access settlement and gain citizenship, the majority of
respondents to the Not a Stranger survey found that the immigration
system is already difficult, unclear and expensive.
e 57% of respondents who had applied for a visa found the process
difficult, and 32% found the information unclear
e 63% of respondents sought immigration advice, which for most adds

further costs to the expense of applying for and renewing a visa.

The proposals put forward a view of the system as it is currently that is much
more straightforward than in reality - migrants are eligible for settlement, i.e.

ILR, after five years on a valid visa.

Many people, however, end up waiting a lot longer to qualify already as not
all visas contribute eligible years towards ILR. As a result, survey respondents
called for ILR ‘to include all years of residence rather than just the years
someone has been on a work visa,’ and the ability to combine different visas

towards ILR.

These issues have also influenced how migrants perceive the
trustworthiness and integrity of the immigration system:
e 81% of the cohort do not believe the immigration system treats all
migrants equally
e 75% don't believe it is “fair”
e 69% do not think it is transparent, and 64% believe it is inefficient

e Only 42% of respondents feel respected by immigration authorities
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What do migrants think about the ‘earned
settlement’ proposals?

“When I got permanent residency last year I thought | would finally

feel safe and that my life and family would no longer be at risk of
being completely overturned on the whim of politicians. Unfortunately

now that’s no longer the case.” - Survey respondent

The proposals have made migrants incredibly distressed at worsening
conditions for their life in the UK. Beyond the material implications,
narratives surrounding the Immigration White Paper announcement and

discussion since then have been hugely damaging to migrant communities:

e 92% of the 225 Not a Stranger survey respondents believe the way
people talk about immigration has changed for the worse, and 60%
believe negative public discourse affects how migrants are treated

e The vast majority reported high levels of frustration (80%), worry
(79%), anxiety (75%), and feeling isolated (47%), alongside low levels of
hopefulness, resilience and determination

e In this context, 69% believe the current climate makes them question

whether they want to stay in the UK long term

“l would like paths to remain reliable - it’s really hard to plan for things
and spend months (or years) preparing under the circumstances and
for it to suddenly change ([going from 5-10 years for ILR], massive
income hikes). It would be so much less of a nightmare if | knew the
circumstances | came here under were continued. | spent months
planning and then changes meant all of it was worthless.” - survey

respondent

a. Views on long-term settlement changes

An unstable and unpredictable immigration system makes it much easier
for people to lose their status, especially if they can't afford the additional

cost of renewing their visa more times than anticipated.
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The proposed changes have radically altered the plans of survey
respondents and have left many feeling concerned for their immigration
status.
e Almost 75% of survey respondents reported feeling uncertain
about long-term settlement
e Survey respondents felt that these proposals are not ‘fair’, noting the

particular impact of multiple penalties on refugees in particular:

“It makes people wait too long for Indefinite Leave to Remain and
citizenship. Refugees live here for many years, work, study, and follow
the rules but they still can’t get citizenship. The system should give
people who have lived here for a long time a chance to become

citizens and feel safe and settled.”

e Another went further, labelling the proposals as “inhumane’, as well
as highlighting that a longer qualifying period “increases the

possibility of discrimination by abusive employers.”

As a result, the immigration system must put more emphasis on supporting
rather than punishing people with insecure immigration status or who are

otherwise at risk of falling out of the system.

The easier and shorter the path to settlement is, the less likely it is that
people are pushed into poverty or precarious immigration status, including
where linked to employer exploitation. This would also reduce the need to
rely on public funds. The ‘earned settlement’ and ‘earned citizenship’ model
would therefore put significant numbers of migrants at risk by making

them rely on temporary visas for a longer period of time.
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b. Financial impact

“The financial requirements are out of reach for so many people...The
salaries here are abysmal, and the new proposed rules wouldn’t allow
me to stay - despite being considered a professional with a
‘good-paying’ job. The cap must come down to meet reality.” - survey

respondent

The financial element is therefore a major risk for most people affected by
longer qualifying periods for settlement. The current cost of renewing visas,
alongside paying the Immigration Health Surcharge (IHS), is already
incredibly expensive for many people. For example: You cannot apply for a
fee waiver for ILR or British citizenship (for adults) applications. This is

amplified for people with dependents.

Doubling the baseline qualifying period for ILR therefore significantly
increases the amount that people will have to pay in visa fees and
associated costs over time.

Survey respondents labelled the current salary boundaries as “unrealistic”.
They mentioned that British citizens are struggling to reach salaries over

£30,000, which also shuts out many skilled graduates on Graduate Visas.

c. Psychological impact

“I work with migrants, including refugees, at a hate crime charity.
Racist behaviour is increasing even in diverse cities due to the current
political climate. People are scared. Witnessing this makes me feel

vulnerable too, and I'm now always on high alert.” - survey respondent

Migrants who responded to the survey raised the psychological impact of
the settlement proposals. This focused on the financial burden discussed
above, the mental toll of anti-migrant rhetoric (elaborated upon in the
following section), and the stress of precarity in not having a more

permanent immigration status.
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Respondents detailed the “constant anxiety” as a result of the proposed
heightened requirements and restrictions on settlement that is affecting
their health and making life in the UK “a living hell” for them. This is
exacerbated for those with families who have the extra financial impact of

applying for repeated visa extensions.

The psychological burden was not limited to those who are less able to
afford greater immigration fees or those with more precarious status,
however, with migrants who described themselves as being more
‘privileged’ expressing paranoia whenever they go through border controls

or even when they participate in civic life.

Respondents worried that something would have changed and they would
suddenly find that they were unable to go through border control or be
unable to renew their visa. This is not an unfounded fear, having happened

to EU citizens in 2021 and migrants using eVisas being denied boarding.?

Respondents attributed these proposals and the resultant stress to be part
of “the hostile environment and it is precisely what it is designed to do."
The settlement proposals and other potential changes detailed in the IWP
therefore reflect their being “constantly afraid that the tide might turn”

against migrants.

Impact on refugees and people seeking asylum

It is also important to note that not all migrants will be equally affected by
the proposed changes. Refugees are particularly at risk as a result of
penalties related to criminalised entry into the UK and claiming benefits,
meaning they may not be eligible to apply for ILR before thirty years of

residence.

A survey respondent with refugee status emphasised the mental impact on
refugees and people seeking asylum in the context of refugees already

dealing with trauma and depression.

'The Guardian, EU citizens arriving in UK being locked up and expelled (2021)
2The3million, The Digital Status Crisis (2025)



https://the3million.org.uk/sites/default/files/documents/t3m-report-DigitalStatusCrisis-28Oct2025.pdf
https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2021/may/13/eu-citizens-arriving-in-uk-being-locked-up-and-expelled
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This is as a result of not just the conditions they were seeking safety from,
but also the journeys they were forced to take to get to the UK and their

experiences in the UK themselves.

The ‘earned settlement’ model will exacerbate the psychological harm
experienced by people in the asylum system, which is compounded by
further proposed changes to make asylum more temporary. This makes
people seeking safety more precarious, constantly at risk of being sent back

to the conditions that they fled.
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Shifting public attitudes on migration

“The UK government should defer to migrants for consultation on

these massive changes and stop spreading unwanted hysteria that
pleases the far right.” - survey respondent

Evidence from the survey data shows migrants are deeply concerned

about the Immigration White Paper and subsequent announcements,

including changes to settlement.

o 78% believe the Immigration White Paper will have a significant

impact on migrants in the UK, and a similar proportion believe it is

unjust for migrants

e 92% believe the way people talk about immigration has changed for
the worse

e 60% believe negative public discourse affects how migrants are
treated

e One survey respondent commented: “all negative comments about

migrants affect [them].” They “feel unwelcome and degraded”.

Survey respondents reported negative impacts on their wellbeing as a result
of shifting public attitudes:

Low levels of hopefulness, resilience and determination

80.00%
60.00%
40.00%
20.00%

0.00% E—— —_—

Frustration (80%) Worry (79%) Anxiety (75%) Feeling Isolated (47%)
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These impacts are closely tied to the climate of anti-immigration narratives:
e 82% say they feel less welcome in the UK because of how
immigration is discussed
e 88% feel more anxious due to how migrants are portrayed by media
or politicians
e 78% feel their contributions to the UK are not recognised or valued
e 85% worry about racism, discrimination, or hostility, linked to
anti-immigration narratives
o 069% believe the current climate makes them question whether they
want to stay in the UK long term

e 069% experienced more negativity on social media online

Alongside anxiety and exclusion, respondents report low confidence that
systems will protect them as well as a decreased sense of belonging in the
UK:

e 066% reported low trust in British institutions to protect migrants’
rights and wellbeing

e 11% said they feel like they don't belong at all

e 28% feel belonging a little

o 27% feel belonging moderately

e While being connected to a migrant community is important for 63%

of respondents, only 39% say they feel supported by their community

Respondents’ outlook on the future is also low:

40.00%

30.00%

20.00%

10.00%

0.00%

Not optimistic Slightly Moderately
at all optimistic optimistic
(19%) (35%) (25%)
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“Immigration is complex, yet it seems to have been diluted by the
media and politicians as “illegal migrants coming in by boats”, leading
to voters who aren’t fully educated on the topic possibly voting for the

wrong party.”

These results show that it is wrong to hone in on a ‘lack’ of ‘integration’ as a
‘problem. Portraying English language ability, capacity for volunteering in
your local community, and similar factors to measure how connected
someone feels to their community or to Britishness, then, is inaccurate,
when it is clear that the isolation and distance many migrants feel is the
result of anti-migrant public attitudes stoked by the Government and the
media. An improved sense of belonging would be better achieved by
stopping the demonisation of migrants, making them feel more welcome

and more secure in their position in the UK.

13
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Help challenge the proposals

Changes to settlement would create more uncertainty for all migrants,
including refugees, and would further extend the waiting time or limit
access to settlement. As demonstrated in this research, the proposals
have left members of our Network feeling incredibly distressed, anxious

and isolated.

We need your support to make our voices heard, challenge the

proposals, and let migrant communities know they are not alone.

1. Engage your MP: Write to your MP

Ask them to publicly denounce the Home Secretary's
immigration policies, to challenge the Minister in writing about
the harm caused to your constituents and ask them to raise an

Urgent Question in Parliament.

2. Join an advocacy group:
a. Not a Stranger — Migrant-led campaigning group established
in June 2025 in response to the UK Government's Immigration

White Paper proposals. Not a Stranger campaign page —

Migrants’ Rights Network

b. The Long Residencers — Advocacy group and online
community for people on the 10-year lawful residence route to

ILR. Long Residence Advocacy Group (@10yearslruk)

c. Skill Migrants Alliance (SMA) - UK community-led advocacy
group for skilled workers and families: Skill Migrants Alliance

14


https://drive.google.com/file/d/1aKiyehhuHBBd7kfQlSX5QBvXu49t9cA3/view?usp=sharing
https://migrantsrights.org.uk/projects/not-a-stranger/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://migrantsrights.org.uk/projects/not-a-stranger/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://share.google/qqLUObPVN2HzxiX1x
https://skillmigrantsalliance.co.uk/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
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