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Written evidence submitted by Confederation of British Industry (CBI) (IMM0010)
The CBI speaks on behalf of 170,000 businesses of all sizes and sectors, across every region and nation of the UK. This includes over 1,100 corporate members, plus nearly 150 trade associations. Corporate members alone employ over 2.3 million private sector workers. This submission reflects the views of employers and trade associations from across the CBI’s membership.  
Tightening of visa requirements has made it increasingly difficult for businesses to access talent and fails to recognise that recruiting overseas workers is not the ‘easy option’ 
Many businesses have been able to diversify their workforce because of the Skilled Worker Visa (SWV). For example, an education provider based in Yorkshire and the Humber noted that the visa has helped them to address their shortages in various roles (particularly professional services), and to attract research talent where eligibility for the Global Talent visa is not met. A multinational manufacturing firm also noted that the SWV has been integral to the expansion of their services and enabled them to seize new growth opportunities introduced by net-zero and the government’s house creation agenda. 
But since threshold changes took effect last Spring, the SWV has become less accessible for many employers struggling to address their shortages through the domestic population. These challenges have been particularly pronounced across firms recruiting for entry-level roles and operating in regions outside of London and the Southeast. The reduction of roles covered by the Immigration Salary List (formerly the Shortage Occupation List) was also noted to be an additional challenge, adding to the SWV’s unworkability for businesses in sectors such as construction, engineering and veterinary science.
Moreover, the notion of immigration being an ‘easy option’ to addressing shortages does not align with businesses’ experience of using the immigration system. The cumulative cost of engagement for UK businesses ranks as one of the highest in the OECD,[footnoteRef:2] and a combination of legal and processing fees; Immigration Skills Charge and Immigration Health Surcharge (IHS); and applicant expenses voluntarily supported by employer sponsors means the cost of an individual application can cost multiple thousands of pounds. As such, members stressed that they have an economic incentive to be targeting their recruitment domestically, and overseas recruitment tends to be linked to gaps in the UK labour market. Moreover, while many businesses are taking proactive steps to develop the domestic workforce, such as through developing targeted training schemes and investing in workforce development, it was stressed that this is not a workable solution to immediate shortages which are threatening firms’ immediate ability to operate sustainably – let alone profitably.   [2:  The Royal Society, Summary of visa cost analysis 2024 [Online].] 



Contact barriers with the UK Visa and Immigration Service (UKVI) has made the visa system increasingly inaccessible for many firms 
While many businesses reported a generally positive experience with the UKVI system, examples were provided of processing delays taking upwards of twelve months to resolve, as well as employers having to re-start applications due to processing errors, doubling the cost incurred to the business.
Furthermore, conversations highlighted that many firms are paying for the premium service supplied by UKVI to guarantee basic service quality, with several non-paying employers describing contact with UKVI to address application queries as near impossible to establish. There was support in updating guidance to help minimise the occurrence of applications errors and enable employers to navigate errors more effectively, with a specific call for supporting material to be user-friendly and accessible for non-legal experts. Implementing service level agreements to ensure a standard experience of UKVI services for all users was recommended by several businesses, with preferred criteria including access to telephone support and minimum timeframes for queries to be responded to. 
A cross-departmental immigration strategy linking migration policy to the growth objective is needed to strengthen the alignment between visa policy and the broader growth ambition
There were high levels of support for net migration to be removed as the benchmark to gauge both the effectiveness of migration policy and the employer need for overseas workers, and for government to introduce a cross-departmental immigration strategy which feeds through to the industrial strategy and broader growth mission. This would establish core principles to inform visa criteria, costs and targets. Moreover, members emphasised that any strategy or change to the SWV should not involve the reintroduction of the Resident Labour Market Test (with the economic incentive in favour of domestic workers making the test redundant). Preferred criteria to explore through the strategy included the impact of visa policy on the attractiveness of the UK as a destination to work and study, as well as the implications of current visa policy on the competitiveness and growth potential of different UK sectors. There was also appetite to explore different ways of measuring human capital flows as an alternative to net migration figures which clearly delineates between temporary and permanent migration. For example, separating the number of migrants who are on visas that do versus do note facilitate a direct route to settlement/ indefinite leave to remain (ILR). 
Businesses also noted examples of changes which could be implemented quickly and would have a positive and material impact on their ability to use the SWV. This includes allowing immigration fees to be spread over monthly instalments and therefore removing the requirement for costs to be paid up-front, as well as committing to no further increases to salary thresholds until a review on the competitiveness of visa costs – and its impact on the growth strategy – has been conducted. 
