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[bookmark: _Hlk111714185]Make UK, The Manufacturers’ Organisation, is the representative voice of UK manufacturing, with offices in London, every English region and Wales.
Collectively we represent 20,000 companies of all sizes, from start-ups to multinationals, across engineering, manufacturing, technology and the wider industrial sector. Everything we do – from providing essential business support and training to championing manufacturing industry in the UK and internationally – is designed to help British manufacturers compete, innovate and grow.
From HR and employment law, health and safety to environmental and productivity improvement, our advice, expertise and influence enables businesses to remain safe, compliant and future-focused.
Overview
1. In Q1 of 2025, around 10% of UK manufacturers reported that they filled few or none of their vacancies over the previous three months. 63% attributed this to a lack of the right technical skills, and 20% received insufficient applications for the number of vacancies they had open.[footnoteRef:2]  [2:  HR Bulletin Q1 2025 | Make UK] 

2. Around 1 in 6 manufacturers say that increasing the salary threshold for the skilled worker visa route and removing occupations from the Shortage Occupation List (now Immigration Salary List) have significantly impacted their ability to fill urgent vacancies.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Make UK ‘Sustainable workforce’ member survey, 2024] 

3. Such challenges in recruitment, whether domestic or overseas, have been faced by employers at the same time as a drastic reduction in apprenticeship training. In engineering and manufacturing, the number of apprenticeship starts declined by 42% between 2015/16 and 2023/24. This has been caused by a range of factors restricting the availability and accessibility of training, such as funding pressures on education providers leading to high-cost courses being scaled back or withdrawn, rising employment costs limiting companies’ internal budgets for skills training, and inflexibility in apprenticeship funding rules for both apprenticeship levy-payers and non-levy-payers.
4. In both cases, the disproportionate impact has typically been on occupations that sit at RQF level 3 – where occupations are already in shortage and typical salaries are below the revised threshold. In manufacturing, this includes occupations such as:
a. Tool-makers
b. CNC machinists
c. Welders
d. Metal fabricators
5. Make UK’s annual recruitment and salary data shows that for all of the above, employers are experiencing longer recruitment lead times and average salaries have increased at a faster rate than other similar occupations.[footnoteRef:4] Anecdotally, it is recruitment in these areas which has suffered the most since the changes to the skilled worker route were introduced. [4:  Manufacturing Salary Guide 2025 | Make UK] 

6. This means that while ostensibly the policy aim of increasing the cost of overseas recruitment of skilled workers is to encourage employers to recruit and train domestic workers, in fact this has largely had the effect of increasing the proportion of skills-shortage vacancies in sectors like manufacturing and lengthening the time taken for employers to fill critical vacancies as they are unable to find the right candidates in the domestic labour market, and cannot access the right training to bring alternative, lower-skilled candidates to occupational competence over the medium term.
7. Anecdotally, we also hear evidence from members about significant challenges with occupations at RQF level 2, such as electroplaters. When the previous government commissioned the most recent review of the Shortage Occupation List, it asked the MAC to consider level 2 occupations but no recommendations were made or accepted to include level 2 occupations on the SOL to make them eligible for the skilled worker route. The Government should consider where there are significant labour shortages below RQF level 3 and whether there should be exceptional circumstances where such occupations become eligible to use the skilled worker route.
Solutions
1. If the Government is to prioritise a policy of reducing net migration by continuing to increase restrictions on eligibility for skilled worker visas, this must be accompanied by a comprehensive plan to improve the skills system and its responsiveness to employer demand. It is positive that the Government has repeatedly committed to the MAC working together with Skills England and the Industrial Strategy Council to identify current and future skills needs across the country, and it is important that immigration policy is designed in the context of what employers need to secure growth.
2. The Prime Minister has referenced the importance of the relationship between immigration and skills policy, and as the Government prepares to publish both an immigration white paper and a post-16 skills strategy in the coming months, there should be a high priority attached to ensuring that the skilled worker visa route is fully open to employers while also supporting them to recruit and train the workers they need from the domestic labour pool in their local communities.
3. As a first step, the Government should:
a. Introduce apprenticeship incentives linked to shortage and high-growth occupations. Following the example of other points-based immigration systems like Australia, the Government should move back to the Shortage Occupation List and introduce financial incentives for employers and learners to take up apprenticeship training linked to occupations included on the list. The labour market data produced by the MAC, Skills England and Industrial Strategy Council should also identify high-growth occupations in priority sectors also to be eligible for financial incentives. This should be funded by revenue collected from the Immigration Skills Charge.




