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Introduction 
Central England Law Centre (‘CELC’) is a charity based in Coventry and Birmingham that provides free specialist legal advice to those most in need and uses legal processes to fight social exclusion. CELC is the UK’s largest Law Centre and is a member of the Law Centre Network.   CELC provides advice and representation in a wide range of social welfare fields including (i) Immigration and Asylum, (ii) Employment and Discrimination, (iii) Community Care, (iv) Public Law, (v) Housing and Debt, (vi) Family and (vii) Welfare Benefits. We hold Civil Legal Aid contracts to deliver casework in Coventry and Birmingham in these seven fields, together with further contracts to operate (i) the Housing Duty Solicitor Advice and Representation Scheme at Coventry Combined Court and (ii) the Housing Loss Prevention Advice Service. CELC’s casework capacity is increased by Solicitor supervised one-off advice clinics, casework clinics and Legal Aid Exceptional Case Funding application clinics at three local universities. In addition to casework, CELC offers holistic support, early specialist triage, early specialist advice, crisis prevention work, public legal education and rights-based partnership development work for particularly disadvantaged or marginalised client groups using an experienced team of specialist Caseworkers, Advocates and Paralegals. Several of CELC’s funded projects focus exclusively on supporting destitute or vulnerable migrants to identify, pursue and enforce their legal rights, including our Migrants Rights in the Community Project, Care Work Sponsorship Visa Project, Kids in Need of Defense UK Project, EUSS Project and Domestic Violence Immigration NRPF Network Project .  
As a Law Centre, CELC has extensive experience of working with migrants with many different immigration statuses, including those on Skilled Worker Visas. The points set out in this submission to the Public Accounts Committee Inquiry at 1-7 below are drawn from: (i) our direct experiences of  supporting, advising and representing, individuals affected by these issues, (ii) our close partnership engagement and collaboration with other organisations supporting these migrants, and (iii) our review and analysis of external materials and reports into issues affecting migrants on Skilled Worker Visas, including the recent report by the National Audit Office (‘NAO’). CELC is of the view these are important matters for the Public Accounts Committee to be aware of in its Inquiry into the functioning of Skilled Worker Visa systems and processes. 
1. The Prevalence of Exploitative Employment Practices and Rogue Sponsors
In CELC’s experience a considerable number of exploitative employers, in sectors such as the care sector, currently target vulnerable migrant workers through Skilled Worker Visa processes. CELC has seen several common patterns of exploitative employment practices in our casework supporting migrants on Skilled Worker Visas including underpayment, imposition of excessive working hours and exposure to unsafe working conditions (all of which are also highlighted in the NAO Report). Perhaps even more concerningly, CELC has encountered migrants who come to the UK on Skilled Worker Visas in good faith, having (unbeknownst to them) been offered jobs that do not actually exist. They have, oftentimes, paid thousands of pounds to agents/prospective employers in order to do so. They face considerable hardship and significant risk of exploitation upon arrival to the UK.  
The care sector has, in CELC’s experience, been especially vulnerable because rogue employers are using Health and Care Worker Visas to exploit workers from lower income countries who are keen to migrate for better employment opportunities. These workers frequently find themselves in situations where they are in practice forced to accept exploitative working conditions due to a fear of losing their immigration status should they complain or assert their employment rights. CELC has encountered several clear employment rights violations and actionable legal claims, which have not been taken to the Employment Tribunal due to claimants’ fears of retaliation by employers (exposing them to even more exploitation) and/or repercussive consequences to their immigration status. CELC has seen numerous cases where migrant care workers have been misled by unscrupulous agencies/employers about work, with many reporting actual working conditions that amount to modern slavery. Although, CELC encourages clients to avail themselves of the National Referral Mechanism, and supports them to do so where appropriate, many clients simply feel unable to pursue this.   
The Home Office has recently acknowledged this issue, announcing the introduction of a requirement for care sector employers to first attempt to recruit new staff from the pool of care workers already in the UK, before seeking to recruit more workers from overseas. There are also new measures that aim to clamp down on rogue employers, but in CELC’s experience enforcement measures are currently inconsistent and reactive, rather than preventive. There are no safeguarding measures in place for migrant workers left without a sponsor, if their employment relationship breaks down due to exploitative practices or revocation of their employer’s sponsorship licence. CELC is of the view this gap needs to be urgently addressed. 
1. Recruitment Costs and Debts 
Recruitment related debt is a significant burden for many migrants on Skilled Worker Visas; an issue which is identified in the NAO Report. Although charging recruitment fees to workers for finding them roles is prohibited in the UK, CELC is aware some migrant workers pay thousands of pounds to agencies (both in the UK and in their home countries) for job placement, as well as visa processing and travel costs. These debts leave workers very vulnerable, as they become financially trapped and may be compelled to remain in exploitative conditions to repay the sums they purportedly owe. In CELC’s experience recruitment related debts are a critical factor in enabling exploitation of migrant workers by their employers. 
As detailed above, in many cases CELC has encountered migrant workers on Skilled Worker Visas who have expended considerable sums of money - in some cases their entire life savings - to come to the UK to work, only to find there is no job available for them or that their employment rights are violated in an exploitative job (limiting their income once here). These migrants frequently feel unable to report their employers or pursue their rights for fear doing so would compromise their employment or risk their immigration status. Where substantial recruitment related costs have been levied, migrants may have nothing left to return to in their home countries. They are left with no financial safety net or alternative means of support in the UK. 
There is an unacceptable power imbalance between sponsors and migrants on Skilled Worker Visas, which renders the latter susceptible to financial exploitation. CELC considers the lack of regulation and oversight by the Home Office of overseas recruitment agency/employer practices in bringing workers to the UK through the Skilled Worker Visa scheme, exacerbates this problem.
1. Inadequate Compliance Checks 
In CELC’s view, the current compliance regime is not adequate to monitor employers who abuse the Skilled Worker Visa system. The NAO Report strongly criticises the current system for its ad-hoc compliance checks. Whilst employers are required to obtain sponsor licences and maintain certain standards, these requirements are poorly enforced, particularly in lower-paid sectors like the care sector. Sponsor checks are, in CELC’s understanding, often limited to document reviews and/or infrequent audits, which rogue employers appear to be able to easily circumvent. The irregular nature of audits/inspections allows non-compliant employers to continue functioning and to further develop their operations, enhancing exploitative practices within sectors reliant on migrant workers.
The recent move to require all care providers to register with the Care Quality Commission (CQC) is a welcome step in the care sector, but this change will only be effective if there is a significant investment in proactive sponsor audits/inspections and enforcement action. If rogue employers continue to operate unchecked, the integrity of the Skilled Worker Visa system is undermined, and vulnerable workers are harmed. 
1. Dependence of the Employee on the Employer 
The fact that migrant workers are dependent on their sponsor is a fundamental difficulty embedded in the Skilled Worker Visa route, creating power imbalances and fostering environments where workers are hesitant to report exploitation. Workers who face abuse or exploitation cannot easily enforce their employment rights without risking their right to remain in the UK. This creates hostile working environments, wherein workers are discouraged from reporting abuse. Such dependencies have, in some instances, led to conditions amounting to modern slavery. Dependency is particularly harmful in sectors like the care sector, where workers already face low wages, long hours, physically and emotionally demanding work. Under the current system, it appears to CELC that rogue employers know that even if they engage in exploitative practices, the likelihood of a timely and effective regulatory intervention or penalty is minimal. 
Through CELC’s work with individuals who have experienced workplace exploitation, we have noted a recurring theme is fear of jeopardising immigration status.  We inform clients of their legal rights to pursue recourse in the Employment Tribunal but also advise them of potential repercussions of enforcing their rights and impacts on their immigration status pending resolution of their claims. In CELC’s view there are critical shortcomings in the legal safeguards available to migrants on Skilled Worker Visas at present, as  these individuals technically have employment rights, but are unable to assert them in practice, as they may exacerbate abuse within their employment relationship and/or risk their right to stay in the UK by enforcing them. 
1. Impact of the Recent Change to Dependents on Health and Care Worker Visas
The recent change in the Immigration Rules prohibiting care workers from bringing their dependents to the UK has had a deeply negative impact, particularly for women and primary caregivers. This policy disproportionately affects lower paid workers, as most of them are only able to support their families if their dependent partner is also here in the UK working. 
In CELC’s experience with migrant care workers, we have seen instances where care workers who have Health and Care Worker Visas granted under the previous system (wherein their dependents could accompany them to the UK) become unable to work for a time. Their dependent partners would previously have been eligible to do work to support the family, but this is not an option anymore. This leaves sponsored workers, and their families, vulnerable to exploitation and destitution. This change disproportionately affects pregnant women and primary caregivers, who may become unable to work for certain periods due to their own caring responsibilities. Moreover, this change undermines the UK’s commitment to family life under international and domestic Human Rights frameworks.
1. Lack of Redress 
For migrants on Skilled Worker Visas facing abuse and exploitation there are almost no practically enforceable pathways to justice at present. Many migrants do not know their rights, there is a lack of access to legal advice due to vast Civil Legal Aid deserts and the removal of most Employment cases from the scope of Civil Legal Aid, there is a fear of retaliation or revocation of sponsorship by employers, or revocation of sponsorship licences compromising immigration status if employees speak up. The NAO report emphasises that even when abuse is reported, outcomes are often unsatisfactory, and employers rarely face consequences sufficient to deter future exploitative practices.  In some instances, highlighted by the NAO in its report, companies have repeatedly breached regulations but have faced minimal consequences for doing so.
Migrant workers can bring legal action in the Employment Tribunal for workplace exploitation; however, an Employment Tribunal claim must be filed within three months less one day. This timeframe is often insufficient for migrant workers who typically, in CELC’s, experience only consider taking legal action after losing employment with their sponsor. Their primary concern immediately following the loss of employment is securing a new sponsor to stabilise immigration status, so this will be done before they consider pursuing any redress for mistreatment, abuse or exploitation.
The combination of debt bondage, dependency on a single employer, and the absence of effective redress mechanisms is leading to conditions for many that amount to modern slavery. While a referral to the National Referral Mechanism may provide temporary relief to victims of modern slavery, it does not lead to long term security or immigration stability. Workers may, thus, endure unsettled circumstances for extended periods where they are unable to work and lack clarity as to their future in the UK. 
When abuse is reported, it is rare that employers face consequences or that workers receive compensation. This ultimately deters victims from coming forward and fails to provide real justice or protection for vulnerable migrant workers. 
1. Lack of Justice and Inadequate Support Mechanisms for Exploited Workers to Find New Sponsors or Alternative Immigration Routes
When migrant workers lose their sponsorship or their employers’ sponsorship licences are revoked due to exploitative practices, the transitional measures are, in CELC, view completely insufficient. Migrants often have just 60 days to find a new sponsor or face deportation, which is an inadequate timeframe in many cases. The situation is further aggravated by the condition that sponsored workers are not allowed to work in alternative roles if they are not fulfilling the conditions of their current sponsorship, meaning extra hours worked by migrants in second jobs must also cease. When migrants are looking for new sponsorship, they are usually doing so without any source of income and have No Recourse to Public Funds. They face destitution and are practically hindered in their efforts to secure new employment because of this destitution. The current system effectively punishes victims of abuse by rendering them undocumented and/or forcing them to leave the country.
There is, in CELC’s view, an urgent need for comprehensive, independent support mechanisms to assist migrant workers in transitioning to new sponsors and/or to support them to access alternative immigration routes to stabilise status, to ensure vital workers filling skills shortages in the UK are not rendered unable to continue to work in sectors where their skills are critically needed (such as the care sector). Such a mechanism should facilitate access to Employment Law legal advice, enable emergency support to be provided, and create pathways for migrants to secure alternative immigration status.   
Conclusion 
The Skilled Worker Visa system, as currently designed and implemented, leaves too many workers vulnerable to exploitation and abuse. The UK’s reliance on migrant labour, especially in the care sector, must be matched by a visa system that protects those workers’ rights. 
It is, in CELC’s view, imperative that the UK government acts quickly to reform the system to reduce exploitation of workers and ensure it meets its international obligations on labour rights. Reform measures should include: (i) stringent enforcement of regulatory compliance by employers, (ii) the uncoupling Visa status from a single employer, (iii) reversal of policies that restricts migrant workers’ from maintaining their family lives, (iv) potential extension of employment claim limitation periods for this cohort, and (v) the introduction of comprehensive support mechanisms for exploited workers.




