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The Migration Advisory Committee is an independent body and therefore the views expressed in this presentation are 

personal and do not represent those of the UK Government 

 



First, a Word About the MAC 

 

The Migration Advisory Committee (MAC) was set up as, and remains, a non-departmental, 

non-time limited public body (NDPB) comprised of economists and migration experts to 

provide transparent, independent and evidence-based advice to the government on 

migration issues. 

 

Established with introduction of new Points Based System in 2007-08 for managing economic  

(work and study) migration stating the key outcomes of the new system would be: 

 

•    Better identifying and attracting of migrants who have most to contribute to the UK; 

•    A more efficient, transparent and objective application process; 

•    Improved compliance and reduced scope for abuse* 

 

Its reports are evidence-based, using  a combination of quantitative and qualitative methods to 

respond to Government commissions. It always works within an economic framework, therefore 

places emphasis on analysis of data. 

 

The MAC is sponsored and funded by the Home Office.  The questions that the MAC considers 

are determined by the Government and the MAC’s advice is published. 

 

The MAC provides advice and can make recommendations. The UK Government can then 

accept or reject the MAC’s recommendations 
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1. CAUSES 

 

Drivers for policy reform 
 
 



Drivers for Policy Reform: Public concern over immigration.... 

Immigration is a key concern of the UK population and is generally seen as being too high. 

Since 1997 immigration has been the number one or number two issue in opinion polls.  

 

The 2012 British Social Attitudes Survey found that three out of four respondents advocated 

a reduction in immigration, and that 52 per cent viewed the economic impact of migrants 

negatively. 
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....as net immigration is significant component of UK population growth 

Foreign-born population in England 

and Wales now 13% of total population 

having increased from 9% in 2001. 

 

UK population currently around 63.7 

million – basically a land area the size 

of Oregon, but with a population 

equivalent to that of California and 

Texas combined. 

 

UK population projected to increase by 

almost 10 million by 2037, of which: 

 

• 4.2 million due to assumed net 

migration 

• 1.6 million due to additional natural 

change from assumed net migration 

(i.e. higher fertility of migrant mothers) 

 

• By 2027 UK population will have 

reached 70 million 

Potential UK population change up to 2037  



Net migration to the UK increased sharply from mid-1990s onwards 
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•Firstly, non-EU immigration increased for a number of reasons (work, asylum, immigration 

rules changes and more recently rise in international students) 

•Secondly as a result of accession of 12 new member states (mainly from eastern Europe) to 

the EU in 2004 and 2007 – though this is mostly work-related 



Non-EU Family migration also rose sharply, but fell back after 2007  

(Survey-based measure) 
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Most Family visas have been for spouses/partners 

(visa data) 
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Family migrants and settlement 

Although family migrants account for less than 10% of annual non-visitor entry visas issued, 

they make up a 39% of all grants for settlement. 

 

Cohort analysis of non-EU family migrants coming to the UK between 2004-06 show that 55-

60% have settlement 5 years later. This compares to around 30% for those coming via work 

routes. However, includes who have switched from other routes not leading to settlement. 
10 



Overall Policy Response on Immigration 

New Government - Conservative/Liberal Coalition – came into office in May 2010. Conservative 

election manifesto 2010: 

 

“[] immigration today is too high and needs to be reduced...So we will 

take steps to take net migration back to the levels of the 1990s – tens of 

thousands a year, not hundreds of thousands”  
 

 

Policy objective = to reduce net migration to tens of thousands in current Parliament – 

i.e. by May 2015. 

 

Policy lever = non-European migration only, as EEA nationals subject to free movement 

 

 

Therefore focus on addressing non-EU migration across all migration routes through greater 

selectivity and tackling abuse 
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2. CHANGES 

 

The Role of the Migration Advisory 

Committee in Reform of Family Route 
 
 



Policy Response – Family Migration  

July 2011 - Home Office launched public consultation on proposals for the reform of 

Family Migration. Its aims were to: 

 

•  Prevent and tackle abuse 

•  Promote integration 

•  Reduce burdens on the taxpayer 

 

The consultation put forward a range of proposals covering: Marriage and Civil and 

Other Partnership, Tackling Sham and Forced Marriage, Other Family Members and 

Other Groups, ECHR Article 8: Individual Rights and Responsibilities. 

 

Home Office has been clear that any reduction in net migration achieved through 

these measures is welcome, but is not a driver for policy change in this area given the 

human rights basis for family migration. 

 

It also proposed to introduce a new minimum income threshold for sponsors of 

spouses and partners, to bring greater clarity to maintenance requirements and to 

ensure family migrants are supported at a reasonable level that ensures they do not 

become a burden on the taxpayer and allows sufficient participation in everyday life to 

facilitate integration. We have asked the Migration Advisory Committee to advise 

on what the threshold should be. 13 



Defining Family Migrants 

There are a number of ways that allow people to come to the UK for family reasons.  

 

The traditional “family route‟ is made up of those coming to join or accompany family 

members who are British citizens or settled people. This includes fiancé(e)s, 

proposed civil partners, spouses, civil partners, or unmarried or same-sex partners, 

children and elderly relatives.  

 

Others come as dependants of people who have not been granted the right to stay 

permanently, including the family members of those working or studying in the UK 

and of refugees (dependants joining / accompanying).  

 

There are also those who come for a short time to visit family members (visitors) 
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The MAC’s Remit and Approach 

Our commission from the Government: 

 

What should the minimum income threshold be for sponsoring spouses/partners and 

dependants in order to ensure that the sponsor can support his/her spouse or civil or 

other partner and any dependants independently without them becoming a burden on 

the State? 

 

Our approach 

 

The MAC recognised that family migration has legal, social, moral and political 

dimensions but that this question was one of narrow economics 

 
Measuring income 

The MAC recommended that: 

• the threshold be based on gross income, not net income; 

• the threshold be based on earnings but not return on assets or wealth. 

 

With regard to the income of sponsored migrant, the MAC recommended that: 

• it is too complicated to use salary multipliers (e.g. rupees → £); but 

• it is worth considering if the applicant has a definite job offer in UK. 
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European Convention on Human Rights (ECHR) 

Article 8(1) of the ECHR states that: 

 

“everyone has the right to respect for his private and family life, his home and his 

correspondence” 

 

But this is a qualified right and is subject to exceptions set out under Article 8(2): 

 

“There shall be no interference by a public authority with the exercise of this right 

except such as is in accordance with the law and is necessary in a democratic society 

in the interests of national security, public safety or the economic well-being of the 

country, for the prevention of disorder or crime, for the protection of health or morals, 

or for the protection of the rights and freedoms of others.” 

 

Interpreting subsequent case law, the UK has understood that the maintenance of an 

effective immigration control falls within legitimate aims set out in Article 8(2). 
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Calculating a new minimum income threshold 

Income threshold 2010 

Derived from a judgment in an immigration appeal (2006): 

• £106 a week net, 2 adult family, after housing cost equivalent to: 

       £ gross pa 

o if housing cost 0    5,500 

 

o if housing cost £119 (£100 rent + £19 council tax) 13,700 

 

 

 1. Pay 

e.g. earnings from working full week at NMW £12,600 

Median pay, UK workforce  £25,900 

The MAC did not favour this approach because it is not relevant to the question. 

The MAC approaches to setting the threshold 

2. Benefits 

Income at which income-related benefit (housing benefit and working tax credit) for 2 adult family is fully 

withdrawn assuming rent of £100 a week = £18,600 

3. Net fiscal contribution 

Assumed a 1-adult household because the income of the spouse is not included in the calculation of sponsor’s 

family income. 

Mean (i.e. fiscally neutral) family income = £25,700 
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MAC Recommendations and Estimated Impact 

Recommendation 

The MAC considered 10 options for the minimum income threshold – variants of the three 

broad approaches already discussed 

 

The MAC recommended an income range for partners/spouses of £18,600 to £25,700 – i.e. 

using either the benefits measure or net fiscal contribution measure. The MAC also 

recommended higher thresholds for families with children. 

 

Estimated Impact 
 

Based on these thresholds the MAC estimated that 45% of sponsors would fail to meet the 

lower threshold and that 64% would not be able to meet the higher threshold. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Migration Observatory estimated that of British citizens in employment, 61% of women and 32% of men would 

not qualify to bring in a family member if the annual income threshold were set at £18,600. 

Income threshold % of sponsors who would not 

meet it* 

% of UK workforce who would not 

meet it 

£18,600 45 25 

£25,700 64 50 

*Includes in-country switchers 
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3. CONSEQUENCES 

 

Post-implementation 
 
 



Summary of Family Migration Changes wef July 2012 

• introducing a new minimum income threshold of £18,600 for sponsoring the settlement in the 

UK of a spouse or partner, or fiancé(e) or proposed civil partner of non-European Economic 

Area (EEA) nationality, with a higher threshold for any children also sponsored; £22,400 for 

one child and an additional £2,400 for each further child; 

• publishing, in casework guidance, a list of factors associated with genuine and non-genuine 

relationships, to help UK Border Agency caseworkers to focus on these issues; 

• extending the minimum probationary period for settlement for non-EEA spouses and partners from 

two years to five years, to test the genuineness of the relationship; 

• abolishing immediate settlement for the migrant spouses and partner where a couple have been 

living together overseas for at least 4 years, and requiring them to complete a 5 year probationary 

period; 

• from October 2013, requiring all applicants for settlement to pass the Life in the UK Test and 

present an English language speaking and listening qualification at B1 level or above of the 

Common European Framework of Reference for Languages unless they are exempt; 

• allowing adult and elderly dependants to settle in the UK only where they can demonstrate that, as 

a result of age, illness or disability, they require a level of long-term personal care that can only be 

provided by a relative in the UK, and requiring them to apply from overseas rather than switch in the 

UK from another category, for example as a visitor; and 

• restricting family visit visa appeals, initially by narrowing the current definitions of family and 

sponsor for appeal purposes, and then, subject to the passage of the Crime and Courts Bill, which 

was published on 11 May 2012, removing the full right of appeal against refusal of a family visit visa. 
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What has been the effect on family visa volumes? 

 

Total number of family visas issued fell by 24% to 34,201 in year to Q2 2013 

 

Biggest decline in family visas for US nationals (-46%), followed by Nepal (-37%), Somalia (-27%) 
 

Family visas issued by main country (4-qtr rolling average) 
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....Is this due to the policy changes on the family route? 

 

Too early to say – would need full and proper evaluation in due course 

 

Trend in visas issued was already downward before July 2012. 

 

Plus, in short term, there are complicating factors including: 

 

 Lags before immigration statistics pick up applications under new rules (Surge in 

applications immediately prior to rules changes plus standard processing times). But 

since Q4 2012 refusal rate has been twice (38%) that between 2005 and Sept 2012 

(though may equally indicate poorer quality of applications in late surge). 

 

 All refusals based solely on income threshold have been put on hold following outcome 

of the Judicial Review challenge (MM & Ors v Secretary of State for the Home 

Department) to the income threshold for sponsoring family migrants and the appeal filed 

by the Home Office. Court of Appeal hearing scheduled for March 2014. 
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POSTSCRIPT 

 
Progress to date on meeting the net migration target 
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Immigration of non-EU nationals has fallen considerably, suggesting 

policy interventions here have had an impact... 

Long-term international migration estimates of non-EU Citizens, UK, 2002–2013 

(year ending June 2013) 
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...but gains are being partly offset by rising EU immigration.  

Overall, net migration now at 182,000 but this is still down from 252,000 

in year to end Sept 2010 

Long-term international migration estimates of EU citizens (excluding British) UK, 2002–

2013 (year ending June 2013) 
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