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Introduction 
1. UNISON is the UK's largest union with 1.3 million members. UNISON is also the largest social care union, with around 180,000 members in the sector. We welcome the opportunity to submit evidence to the committee on this critical issue. 
2. Behind the debate about immigration and work visas are human beings – the very same workers who were on the pandemic front lines – delivering critical services to local communities. Public policy consideration of work visas and the immigration system should also address issues around the delivery of our social care services, recruitment and retention, the delivery of health care and NHS waiting lists.
3. UNISON has in-depth experience of the impact on public services of the UK’s immigration policies and the effect it has on public service users and workers. We have particular expertise in the interplay of immigration rules, work visas and the health and social care sector and our submission to this call for evidence will focus on this. 
Social care sector
4. The social care system is close to breaking point. The toxic combination of years of chronic underfunding and a dysfunctional, under-regulated market system means that thousands of elderly and disabled people are unable to get the level of care they need, while money continues to bleed out of the system to profit-driven care providers. 
5. Workforce shortages are a big problem in adult social care, with the current vacancy rate one of the highest in any sector of the economy[footnoteRef:2] and more than 130,000 roles unfilled across England.   [2:  Skills for Care, A workforce strategy for adult social care in England, July 2024] 

6. The cost of inaction on adult social care reform is being felt severely by those in need of care and support, and by the workforce charged with delivering services. Those in need of care and support are also losing out due to the treatment of the workforce. As the Nuffield Trust and Health Foundation think tanks point out, ongoing low pay – a key feature of the unreformed adult social care system – is not only contributing to chronic staffing problems but is also “impacting the availability and quality of care for people who draw on care services.” [footnoteRef:3]  [3:  Health Foundation / Nuffield Trust, From ambition to reality…, July 2024] 

7. A key driver of the high vacancy rate in adult social care is endemic low pay. IPPR analysis for the Living Wage Foundation before the general election found that more than 400,000 adult social care workers in England were paid below the real living wage (43% of the total).[footnoteRef:4]  The most recent statistics from Skills for Care suggest that 80% of jobs in the economy pay more than average pay for care workers.[footnoteRef:5]  Research from 2022 found that over a quarter of the UK’s residential care workers lived in, or were on the brink of, poverty – and that nearly a tenth experienced food insecurity.[footnoteRef:6] [4:  Living Wage Foundation, The real living wage in social care, June 2024]  [5:  Skills for Care, The state of the adult social care sector and workforce in England 2024, October 2024]  [6:  Health Foundation, The cost of caring: poverty and deprivation among residential care workers in the UK, October 2022] 

8. Overseas workers are playing a vital role in keeping the sector running but they are propping up a dysfunctional sector and thus far there has not been a resolution to the underlying problems facing the sector.
9. Overseas workers are affected by underfunding and workforce shortages too. They are vulnerable to attempts by employers to exploit their vulnerability to work excessive hours, remain on call even during time off, and endure discrimination and harassment without redress.
10. Migrant workers are often caught between an employer’s demands and the conditions placed on their visa. This means that they fear retribution from all sides if they call attention to employers breaking immigration rules. 
11. This includes attempts by some employers to extort money from migrant workers - often to cover employer costs – including costs the Home Office explicitly forbids employers passing on to workers.
12. This has been compounded by weak enforcement, a tolerance towards rule breaking within the sector generally and the UK’s hostile environment for migrant workers.
Exploitation of migrant workers
13. The immigration system does not support workers facing illegal treatment and exploitation. It deepens their vulnerability. The reality for migrant workers in the UK is that they are under-protected by our employment rights framework and victimised by our immigration rules. 
14. Migrant workers on skilled worker visas rely on the employment relationship for their right to live and work in the UK. Dismissal leads to a 60-day countdown towards potential deportation. This means an employer has enormous power over workers. In a sector like social care which has endemic low pay and high levels of churn where exploitation is already rife. This leaves migrant care workers in a particularly vulnerable situation. Our members report that many employers are well aware of the fear and vulnerability migrant workers experience and do not hesitate to use threats to secure compliance to excessive hours and bad conditions and silence about abuses.
15. A recent survey by UNISON of more than 3,000 people who have come to the UK to work in the care sector found that more than one in seven (15%) paid money to an employer and one in eleven (9%) to a recruiter or agency before coming here. Problems with pay affected three in ten (31%) migrant care staff. This included not getting paid for travel time between visits or sick pay when ill and unable to attend work. Others were paid late, or had wages deducted without any good reason. Nearly a quarter (24%) of those living in care company accommodation shared a bedroom with other workers. One said 15 people were staying in a one-bedroom flat, and another was among nine sharing a three-bedroom property. Racism experienced by care staff at work affected more than four in ten (46%) of survey respondents. This included verbal insults and physical abuse.[footnoteRef:7] [7:  www.unison.org.uk/content/uploads/2025/02/Migrant-care-worker-report-2025.pdf] 

16. Other recent illustrative examples include
· Workers being forced to work 80+ hours per week, sometimes including 19 hour shifts without a break;
· Care workers charged huge sums of money for ‘relocation costs’ when they seek to move jobs;
· A nurse chased for over £14,000 when she resigned from a job in a care home after she raised concerns over exploitative treatment and standards of care;
· Migrant care workers given accommodation in a care home told they are permanently on call, asked to work at rest times and on demand.  
· When a worker complained about the standards of care and treatment of residents in a care home, he was subject to intimidation, racist remarks, as well as verbal and emotional harassment;
· A nurse who paid £12,000 to a recruitment agent in India to ‘introduce’ her to a UK employer, telling her that this was necessary in order to get her certificate of sponsorship. 
· A care worker paid a recruitment agent £6000 and a broker £2000 to secure work in the UK. She is being asked to work from 7am to 10.30pm and sometimes does 25 appointments a day at 30 minutes each. 
· These terrible cases highlight how quickly expectations can devolve when a group of workers are vulnerable enough to exploit on a systematic basis
Predatory recruitment agencies 
17. UNISON has been given details of overseas-based recruitment agencies that charge care staff fees before they can come to the UK from abroad. These excessive charges are disguised in various ways, for example as job induction or training costs. Care workers often must fork out the equivalent of thousands of pounds. That means many arrive here with huge amounts of debt, having sold almost everything they own back home. Care staff who have used all their savings and mortgaged/sold their homes to come to work in the UK are in a deeply vulnerable situation. Bad employers exploit them by putting them in poor accommodation, then deducting excessive rent from their wages.  
Hidden costs 
18. Many migrant healthcare workers are expected to sign contracts containing draconian clauses. These often include a requirement to pay back recruitment and training costs if they leave their post within a few years. UNISON has seen evidence from workers who have effectively been blackmailed into staying because their employers have threatened them with a large debt should they leave. In one case, a care worker wanted to leave the intolerable working conditions at his care home and found a job with the NHS. However, his employer said it would pursue him for more than £4,000 ‘training’ costs. This will apply if he resigns before the end of his five-year contract. The care worker now feels tied to his current employer who withheld a job reference. This resulted in the employee’s NHS job offer falling through.    
Reforming visa sponsorship
19. UNISON is calling for a review of immigration policies that increase the vulnerability of migrant workers to exploitation and modern slavery. Vital to this is a re-examination of the visa sponsorship relationship with the employer in the social care sector. 
20. UNISON believes that moving towards a sector-wide sponsorship scheme run by an independent body with a health and social care focus would enable overseas staff to leave bad employers and find work with better ones and resolve some of these discordances. A sector wide sponsorship means that workers and employer would not incur new costs every time a worker moved jobs. This would alleviate the pressure on the worker. It would also reduce the impetus from some employers to enforce “repayment clauses” when workers try and move jobs. 
21. UNISON rejects the use of the seasonal worker visa used in the agricultural sector as a model. While UNISON does not organise workers in this sector, we are deeply concerned about reports of abuses which arise from many of the same issues in the health and social care sector. These are: imbalances of power between the worker and employer; restrictions on workers making them further vulnerable in the labour market; and the additional pressure placed on them by the hostile environment. 
22. All and any visa scheme reform will stand and fall on whether they enable overseas workers to live their life free of exploitation. This requires a fundamental shift in our immigration rules – UNISON believes that the hostile environment should be replaced with a rights-based framework where migrant workers are treated with dignity and respect. 
23. This is not only the right thing to do, but also absolutely crucial to raising standards in the social care sector. Overseas workers are playing a vital role in keeping the sector running – they deserve better protections and treatment. Workforce shortages continue to be critical in adult social care.
Enforcement
24. In addition to reforming the visa sponsorship system in the social care sector, more effective action is needed to enforce workplace rights for migrant workers. Labour exploitation will not be effectively addressed if it is closely linked to immigration enforcement. Employers can take advantage of migrant workers’ isolation, their lack of awareness of employment rights, their immigration status, and the fact that visas and basic requirements like housing are often tied to their employment. 
25. UNISON has consistently raised concerns that immigration enforcement and lack of appropriate firewalls between departments has distorted and damaged the Government’s work to tackle modern slavery. It has left victims of modern slavery facing deportation rather than being given appropriate support. It has undermined previous attempts to tackle labour market exploitation. 
26. UNISON believes that the new Fair Work Agency will provide an excellent opportunity to refocus current work on tackling exploitation across the UK labour market (whatever the citizenship status of affected workers) to orientate it towards decent work and decent standards rather than immigration enforcement. This will rely on proper resourcing and important safeguards for vulnerable workers such as secure reporting. UNISON also supports calls by Focus on Labour Exploitation (Flex)[footnoteRef:8] and the Work Rights Centre[footnoteRef:9] for “bridging visas” and “workplace justice visas” that would eliminate the deep vulnerabilities workers face when leaving exploitative employers and attempting to hold them to account.   [8:  https://labourexploitation.org/app/uploads/2024/10/24.10.10-FLEX-Employment-Rights-Bill-Briefing-Final.pdf]  [9:  https://www.workrightscentre.org/our-campaigns/] 

Costs
27. Migrant workers experiencing very high levels of costs when renewing visas. As the campaigning charity Migrant Voice has pointed out, most visa fees have risen steeply in the last decade, and the Immigration Health Charge and other associated costs add hundreds of pounds to each application. The overall cost of the visa process is extortionate. A family of four on the 10-year route to settlement can expect to pay in excess of £50,000 to get all the way to Indefinitely Leave to Remain. The fees charged for visa renewals are far above the actual processing costs - in some cases, more than 7-10 times the administrative cost. The costs to migrants aren't just financial - many suffer mental and physical health problems, with some sacrificing food, heating, and electricity to save up for their visas. These rises in costs have been particularly felt by the workers on the general Skilled Worker visa route, with consequences for overseas workers across public services.[footnoteRef:10] [10:  https://www.migrantvoice.org/report-and-briefings/destroying-hopes-dreams-and-lives--230622102851] 






