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Future Immigration Policy on Self-Employment Event 

 

Tuesday 21 January 2020, 5.00-6.30pm 

Boothroyd Room, Portcullis House 

 

 

1. Attendance Chair: 

Steve Double MP – Conservative 

 

Panellists: 

Chris Bryce, CEO, Association of Independent Professionals and the 

Self Employed (IPSE); 

Margaret Burton, Partner: Global Immigration at EY; 

Ian Robinson, Partner, Fragomen LLP; 

Adrian Dobson, Executive Director of Professional Services, Royal 

Institute of British Architects (RIBA) 

 

Over 25 representatives from a range of non-profit, academic and 

private sector organisations working on migration issues.  

 

2. Purpose of 

meeting 

To hold the APPG’s Annual General Meeting 2020, followed by a 

panel discussion on Future Immigration Policy on Self-Employment. 

  

4. Discussion 

session 

presentatio

ns 

The AGM was followed by a panel discussion on Future Immigration 

Policy on Self-Employment. 

 

Steve Double introduced the evening and the Refugee, Asylum and 

Migration Policy (RAMP) Project which is secretariat to the APPG on 

Migration. His interest in the self-employed is linked to the fact that 

Cornwall has a higher than national average of SE people. It is crucial 

that future immigration policy is fit-for-purpose for self-employed 

migrants.  

 

The Q&A was conducted under the Chatham House rule  

 

Ian Robinson, Partner, Fragomen LLP; 

- We heard about the importance of marrying both the Home 

Office’s needs and workers’ needs. From the HO perspective, 

parts of this include meeting the needs of labour market with a 

controlled system that protects local workers, prevents abuse 

of illegal working and overstaying and meets the immigration 

targets in terms of numbers that Central Gov has. Any policy 

also needs to be deliverable and affordable.  
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- Enforcement officials are less concerned with the self-

employed than other migrants so sponsorship simplifies 

enforcement because it only requires policing the sponsors.  

- In Tier 2 (skilled worker visa), it is possible for barristers to 

be self-employed and be sponsored. Law firm partners and 

engineers are all sponsored to be self-employed. A challenge 

for sponsorship is the requirement for sponsors to be aware of 

the day to day activities of those sponsored which is 

incompatible with the work of many that are self-employed. 

- Further consideration should be given to immigration needs of 

the creative industries, construction and parts of the gig 

economy.  

- Some self-employed people have ad hoc needs for a month 

or two 

- The tax reasons for self-employment should be considered  

- Solutions and challenges: Tier 2 works to a point but it needs 

to loosen sponsorship requirements because no employer 

feels easy about sponsoring a self-employed person.  

- There also needs to be more room for manoeuvre in youth 

mobility, which currently allows young people to come for 1 

year but they then can’t come back for a year. 

- Umbrella sponsorship may be needed for construction 

because it gives flexibility to worker to move between 

employers with sponsors checking on them. 

- The Australian-style Points-based visa, Tier 1 general for 

highly skilled migrants was closed in 2011 as it reportedly saw 

abuse in self-employment in order to meet the income 

threshold and filled jobs that the local population could do. All 

the discussed needs for a self-employed visa route are do 

able if there is political will. The HO will be able to have control 

if it works with the self-employed and understands the different 

working patterns of different groups of self-employed people. 

 

Margaret Burton, Partner: Global Immigration at EY; 

- There need to be options for the self-employed post Brexit. 

- The immigration system is not kind to the self-employed and is 

not mindful of the essential role they play. 

- UK society has needs for compassionate, skilled and essential 

skills that we can’t fill. Solutions need to be more than short 

term fixes. For example, self-employed carers are from many 

countries and EU nationals play a significant role. They do not 

fit in the narrow category of the ‘brightest and best’ and under 

the current immigration categories only EU nationals can be 

self-employed due to lower incomes.  This needs to be 

considered to ensure we can meet needs of migrant workers 

in the health and social care sectors post Brexit. 

 

- One challenge is the lack of data around self-employed 

workers. 

- The speaker critiqued that Tier 1 was closed due to alleged 

breaches rather than looking at how it can improve. The 
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closure of the post study work and general immigration 

category meant the self-employed lost out. 

- It was affirmed that post study work is returning in the 

summer of 2021 and noted that changes in the needs of self-

employed in the past 10 years need consideration. 

 

- It was noted that we need to remember we are in competition 

with other countries for talent. 

- Creative sectors create a high income for the UK but over 

half of workers are self-employed. The sector is at risk if we 

don’t use our creativity to keep self-employed thriving after 

2021.  

- The UK would lose out culturally and economically if lose 

creative spirit of the self-employed. 

- Others in important self-employed roles include entrepreneurs, 

animators and musicians. 

 

- Challenges for self-employment visa routes include: Tier 1 

skills, like those for exceptional talent or entrepreneur visas, 

set too high a threshold to be helpful to the UK or attractive to 

the self-employed 

- Temporary worker visas for 12 months and a cooling off 

period are not attractive for migrants wanting to build a career 

in the UK, including self-employed migrants 

- We need a self-employed visa option that is worth switching to 

- Learning from the Tier 1 visa, there were too few checks once 

people arrived in UK 

 

Chris Bryce, CEO, Association of Independent Professionals 

and the Self Employed (IPSE) 

- This speaker explained that freelance workforces can be 

mobile and policies shouldn’t change this. Freelance ways of 

working are not suited to current immigration policies, 

especially because sponsorship doesn’t work for the self-

employed.  

- Points-based visas are also not suited to the self-employed 

because they are heavily bureaucratic and too long term.  

- Tier 2 has encountered problems for non-EU workers for 

instance working in ICT. It was widely abused by larger 

business and used to undercut homegrown self-employed and 

other ICT workers and it was cut as a result. We need a 

flexible system that protects local self-employed people and 

business needs. In IT, the shortage is not necessarily solved 

by immigration but needs education within the UK. 

- We need a freelance friendly immigration system with a 

temporary freelance visa, for example via tier 1 for self-

employed.  

- Umbrella organization schemes were suggested, and we 

can learn from these in Germany and Netherlands.  

- On sector-specific self-employed visas: lower growth 

industries like retail may need help, while the creative 

industries could have occupation-specific visas  
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- Crucial that freelance talent is allowed to flourish.  

- The internet knows no boundaries so we need to ensure our 

immigration policies don’t curb talent and creativity. 

- Temporary work visas are needed for seasonal work like 

agriculture, hospitality and construction. They have big 

issues filling vacancies and don’t want to employ people 

through winter.  

- The speaker’s key message was for flexibility to respond to 

the UK economy. We need to balance immigration with 

undercutting the local workforce and displacing local talent.  

- Highlighted the importance for an EU trade agreement as 39% 

of the UK’s self-employed people worked in EU in the last 12 

months. Contracts are often based in the EU.  

- There is a need for reciprocal arrangements with the EU 

because otherwise UK persons will need many visas to work 

in EU countries. The risk of UK self-employed people losing 

out hugely post Brexit is greater than EU workers who are 

wanting to come to UK 

 

Adrian Dobson, Executive Director of Professional Services, 

Royal Institute of British Architects (RIBA) 

- RIBA represents 900 self-employed architects. 25% of RIBA 

register of Architects are non-UK nationals, and the majority 

are EU nationals. Over the past 5 years, half of new entrants 

have been trained in the EU.  

- Architecture is one example of how the professional and 

consultancy side of the construction industry is also 

dependent on self-employed people.  

- UK is a net importer of architecture skills. As first point of entry 

in the UK, a first job as a migrant will be at an architectural 

firm and they will then go on to be self-employed in their own 

firm.  

- There needs to be a route to support self-employed architects. 

It should incorporate needs of international self-employed 

architects who are out of work between projects, for examples 

ones that come to the UK, start on a project with a practice 

and then take on small entrepreneurial self-employed projects.  

- The costs and admin of visa systems is hard for small 

companies and impacts certain sectors more, for example, 

85% of architectural firms employ less than 10 people.  

- Migrant architects bring new ideas, help firms when working 

on international projects and help the UK maintain leadership 

in creativity. Practices often choose to bring in EU architects 

as it helps in dealing with clients and adds value to company 

culture and ideas from different training.  

- The Tier 1 exceptional talent visa won’t be a replacement to 

free movement because requirements are too high. The 

architecture sector needs mutual recognition with EU 

countries but this is not of great value if the immigration 

system doesn’t allow them to come and work in UK.  

 

4. Q & A  
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● A comment from a creative industries representative noted that 

this sector recruits lots of people at short notice for short period of 

time, for instance, for film projects or performances. They find 

temporary Tier 5 visas highly restrictive and noted that Tier 2 

thresholds doesn’t work because there are no pro rata 

equivalents. There is a need for a freelance visa of stay of up to 2 

years which allows workers to take jobs across many 

organisations which isn’t possible under tier 2 or 5. A 

consideration is how to reduce costs and not impose these on the 

visa applicant or any single organization. Small businesses don’t 

have capacity for the process and costs. 

● It was noted that it is very expensive for the family of workers to 

get dependent visas and considerably higher than other EU 

countries. 

● A question asked: what would a new self-employed route look 

like that offers both control and satisfies labour market? How do 

we include salary thresholds and sponsorship in a flexible visa?  

● One speaker noted that capacity is there in Tier 1 and that 

controls need to be via sectors. These routes might not lead to 

settlement of migrant workers and that is a control in itself. 

Currently, you could get a tier 1 general work visa for 3 years and 

there are no controls until an extension is applied for. We could 

have more regular control. 

● An attendee asked if this could be done sufficiently to satisfy the 

HO. 

● A speaker noted that the immigration targets for the government 

are unclear. Undercutting is easier to monitor if workers are on 

payroll. The government will want to make sure certain sectors 

have priority. We can cap people in a points-based system but 

those on lower incomes will struggle and we may need other 

methods of weighting than income. It is difficult to see how it can 

be done until HO drivers are clarified and we gain insight into 

their prioritization of people like carers.  

● An attendee asked about removing the resident labour market 

test in tier 2. Is this giving the benefit of doubt? Is the government 

still concerned about disrupting local labour markets? 

● In response, a speaker noted that removing the resident labour 

market test would be good for business and that the HO always 

care for local labour market.  

● An attendee considered should if government should also give 

this same benefit of doubt to self-employed people in terms of 

trusting they will do jobs that fill a gap. A speaker agreed that 

there is an argument for this. 

● A speaker noted that the HO is pleased by the compliance of 

self-employed people and sponsors. It is tricky but not impossible 

to forge trust that employers or list sponsors are willing to fill 

positions from a UK workforce first.  

● A representative for small businesses including translators 

working on a freelance basis noted that the temporary route of 

12-month visa and 12-month cool off needs to stop. They 

highlighted that the Innovator visa for people with experience and 
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capital has only been granted to 4 people. Are criteria too 

stringent?  

● Another participant responded that the innovator visa is not 

working as well as expected which is linked to criteria but also 

nervousness among sponsors around recruiting entrepreneurs. 

Fear of mistakes in immigration applications can hold brave steps 

back. In any case, these visas are not going to address the main 

post-Brexit needs. The HO will need to indicate if they are 

interested in responding to a labour market that benefits from 

freelance accept that a manageable system can be put through, 

however there will always be abuse.  

● It was noted that the entrepreneurial visa has a negative history 

of requiring paper heavy applications and a high refusal of these. 

There is an appetite to simplify the system.  

● In response to the advocacy for mutual recognition by 

professional bodies like the RIBA, a participant noted that this 

requires cross-governmental department concern not just the 

Home Office. 

● Another participant asked if current EU citizens, like ones working 

as architects, will stay and what their experience with settled 

status has been? 

● In response, a speaker noted that EU citizens make up more 

than 50% of employees at architectural practices in London. 

Recent arrivals may well return due to the uncertainty of not 

being able to get settled status.  

● There was a short discussion on the impact of mutual recognition 

agreement on continued social security contributions. There is 

currently less emphasis on pension entitlements than worker and 

employer needs. 

● A speaker noted that it will be hard for EU people to get into the 

UK but that it will be harder for UK nationals to get into EU. 

● A participant asked government to consider if they can create a 

youth mobility agreement mutually with the EU by the end of the 

year, and if not, asked if they would be prepared to prepare 

bilateral agreements. 

 

The chair thanked the panellists and attendees and brought the 

meeting to a close. 

 


