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“Issues of demography and immigration have disfigured our 
public debates for too long. The general public is clearly looking 
for ways to address these challenges. This Report offers one such 
way, and it deserves serious consideration.”

—Lord Glasman, Common Good Foundation

“This essay collection could not be more timely. Demographic 
change in Britain is accelerating in ways we’ve never seen before: 
fertility is falling further and faster than anyone expected, 
immigration has reached previously unimaginable highs and 
the population pyramid is ageing rapidly as the Baby Boomers 
leave the workforce. Offering neither bromides nor alarmism, 
this report’s expert contributors outline the key challenges of 
demographic change and present possible ways forward worthy 
of discussion by policymakers and politicians of all stripes.”

—Karl Williams, Research Director, the Centre for Policy Studies
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In 1971 the population of the UK was 
55.9 million. Over the next 25 years it rose 
by 2.5 million (4.5%) to 58.4 million. But the 
following 25 years saw it rise by 9.2 million 
(15.7%) – the most absolute rapid increase 
of our population in our nation’s history.

How and why did this happen? What was 
the impact on the UK from this dramatic 
development? Who were the winners and 
the losers? And, most importantly, did the 
British people want it, and what do they 
think about it?

Now the country is experiencing an even 
more rapid growth with the net average 
population increase over the last few years 
running at more than 500,000 per annum, 
equivalent to a city the size of Sheffield. 
Presuming only 300,000 net arrivals per 
annum, the Office for National Statistics 
forecasts our population rising by 6.6 
million over the next 10 years – roughly 
equivalent to three-quarters of the current 
population of London. And it seems likely 
that the UK will become the most populous 
country in Europe by mid-century.

It is not particularly controversial to 
say – indeed, it is backed up by extensive 
polling – that this is not a prospect the 
majority of British people welcome. They 
have been repeatedly promised a policy, 
by political parties of all stripes, which 
would focus on admitting a limited 
number of highly skilled or creative 
individuals – a policy with which few 
would disagree. Instead, they have seen 
virtually uncontrolled numbers of primarily 
lower skilled individuals. This may have 
advantaged the already better-off in 
our society – especially in the South 
East – but the impact on the majority 
of the settled population has been less 
positive, with a flatlining real median wage, 
increased pressure on public services, 
continuing shortages of housing, and well-
documented damage to our environment 
and ecology.

More importantly, as regards confidence 
in our government and in our civil society, 
polling also reflects a growing belief that 
few in authority listen or care but merely 
make placatory statements which are not 
followed through in any meaningful way.

In this publication we seek to examine 
this whole issue in some depth. We have 
contributions from nine authors from a wide 
range of political traditions (and none) – 
all experts in their respective fields – who 
suggest how we might learn from the past, 
as well as from other countries, to improve 
matters in the future.

Finally, we suggest a range of policy 
proposals which, taken together, could 
provide a strategic framework to plan 
for and take advantage of demographic 
changes over the next half century. 
Planning decades in advance is critical – 
we are currently experiencing the impacts 
of population growth that had their origins 
in policy decisions first taken 20 years ago. 
In doing so we can avoid Edmund Burke’s 
famous axiom: “those who don’t know 
history are doomed to repeat it.”

This report is published at a time of, 
at least in recent history, unprecedented 
political changes in the western world. This 
is a function of increasingly dissatisfied 
electorates who clearly do not think 
their concerns or needs are translating 
to policy and action. If Britain wants to 
avoid similarly disruptive politics, our 
government, and indeed all mainstream 
parties, need to listen more carefully to 
the electorate. For nearly 10 years, I have 
written about and campaigned on this 
issue to little or no avail. But there can now 
be no doubt that both polling and actual 
election results indicate that warning lights 
are flashing. It is time to take action.

Foreword
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Population levels, and changes in them, 
are key drivers of fundamental long-term 
changes to our economy, our environment 
and our society.

1.1. Some of the 
key issues
The significance of such changes will 
depend, in large measure, on three 
factors. First, their relative size both in 
absolute terms or as a percentage of the 
population of the host country. Second, 
their impact on the settled population – 
defined as those who expect to live all, 
or substantially all, of their lives in the 
UK – in terms of both increased density of 
population as well as resulting pressure on 
public and other services. Third, the extent 
to which any new arrivals share the values 
of the country which they are joining, in 
that once diasporas reach a certain size 
they may cease to be diasporas and can 
create separate freestanding communities 
with their own value structures.

(i) Every one of us makes 
an impact
Whether our families have lived here for 
hundreds of years or are newly arrived, 
each of us make demands on our society.

Some of these demands are immediate 
and highly practical – a need for some 
form of economic activity or a house 
to live in. Others are more episodic – 
access to decent levels of public services 
such as health or education. Some 
are more futuristic – will we be able to 
feed ourselves, what will happen to our 
environment and our ecology or our ability 
to meet our climate change goals?

Finally, what is the nature of the 
country that we will be leaving to future 
generations?

(ii) Demographic change 
has long-term irreversible 
consequences

The consequences of any demographic 
changes are not felt immediately: they play 
out over the subsequent quarter of a century. 

So the demographic decisions taken by 
the Labour Government post-1997 are now 
making themselves felt – for example, as 
regards housing, especially in London, as 
well as in pressure on the National Health 
Service (NHS). And any decisions taken 
today about demographic policy will likely 
have little effect on the life of anyone who 
is now aged over 60. But though they may 
be slow to take effect, these consequences 
are nevertheless inexorable because every 
member of the settled population is entitled 
to various levels of state and societal support 
as their lives proceed.

(iii) The political cycle focuses 
on the short term
This long-term nature of the impacts of 
demographic changes does not fit well 
with a five-year electoral cycle. So it is not 
surprising that politicians prefer not to 
address these issues which may, at least in 
the short term, be controversial, preferring 
instead to ‘kick the can down the road’ 
and leave the problem to be addressed by 
their successors. However, this also means 
increasing frustration among the many 
members of the public who think their 
concerns are not even being recognised 
let alone addressed.

(iv) Is demographic change an 
issue for England alone?
Table 1 shows the growth in population 
in the different countries of the UK over 
the 30 years since 1971, and the relative 
population measured in population per 
square kilometre.

The percentage increases in population 
in the different countries of the UK are 
between 15% and 25% – Scotland being 
the outlier with an increase over the period 
of only 4%. But because of its absolute size 
compared to the other countries, England’s 
10.7 million increase accounts for over 90% 
of the total growth.

And when one examines the relative 
densities, the difference is even more 
stark. England is essentially three times 
more densely populated than Wales and 
Northern Ireland, and six times more 
densely populated than Scotland.
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Table 1: Population and population densities in the UK (millions)

1971 1995 2022 Current density 
(population/km2)

Total increase over 
period (million)

England 46.4 48.4 57.1 438 10.7

Scotland 5.2 5.5 5.4 70 0.2

Wales 2.7 2.9 3.1 151 0.4

Northern 
Ireland

1.5 1.6 1.9 141 0.4

UK 55.9 58.4 67.6 279 11.7

Source: Office for National Statistics, National Records of Scotland, Northern Ireland Statistics 
and Research Agency

Put another way, during the past 50 years 
every square kilometre of England has had 
an increase of an additional 82 people, 
compared to 30 in Northern Ireland, 19 
in Wales and three in Scotland.

It should also be noted that the current 
population density in France (total 
population 64.8 million) is 122 people per 
square kilometre (44% of the total UK 
levels and 26% of England alone). People 
returning from a trip or a holiday in France 
often remark what an ‘empty’ country it 
appears to be. Compared to England, it is.

The comparable figure for Germany (total 
population 83.8 million) is 232 people per 
square kilometre, broadly half the density 
of England or 80% of the UK as a whole.

From the UK’s European neighbours, 
the only one comparable to England’s 
population density is the Netherlands 
(total population of 17.6 million), which has 
a population density of 541 per square 
kilometre. It has one advantage over the 
UK in that its extensive land borders give 
room for easier population movement.

(v) What do the public think?
Polling was specifically commissioned for 
this publication. It revealed a high degree 
of public concern. The detailed results are 
given in Chapter 6.

Polling figures need to be treated with 
caution because they can be influenced by 
short-term events, but they do give a sense 
of the underlying direction of travel. In 
particular, they give the opportunity to 
probe in a little more depth areas of 
particular sensitivity.

1.2 Why don’t we discuss 
and plan for population 
change?

Diana Coole is Professor Emeritus of 
Political and Social Theory at Birkbeck, 
University of London. She completed 
her postgraduate studies at the London 
School of Economics and the University 
of Toronto, and has since taught or 
researched at various universities in 
England, the USA and Australia. With 
a background in social and political theory, 
Diana has long held an interest in applying 
critical theory to contemporary political 
issues. In more recent years, this interest 

Whether our families have lived 
here for hundreds of years or 
are newly arrived, each of us 
make demands on our society.

Professor Diana Coole



8

Don’t stop thinking about tomorrow
B

a
ck

g
ro

un
d

has become increasingly focused on 
environmental challenges and materialist 
approaches to embodiment, both of which 
have led to her current concern with the 
demographic dimension.

She has undertaken research about this 
and has identified six arguments which 
tend to, at best, inhibit and, at worst, shut 
down discussions about population.

(i) Population scepticism
Population growth is no longer a worry 
because birthrates are levelling off/
declining and the global population will 
stabilise during this century.

The key word here is ‘global’. The United 
Nations (UN) latest global projection 
suggests that the world population 
will reach a peak of 10.4 billion in 2086. 
It should not be overlooked that this will 
mean an increase of 2.2 million (or more 
than 25%) over today’s global population 
of 8.2 billion.1

But, while it may be in some sense 
reassuring to look at global numbers, one 
must not forget that all demography, like 
all politics, is local. In a country like the 
UK – made up of islands that are already 
relatively overcrowded – the local level of 
population is very important.

There are no projections that suggest that 
the UK’s population in 2100 will be lower 
than it is today. Projections vary, but all 
suggest that the increase will be no less 
than 5 million, with the most recent UN 
projection being that the UK will have 
a population of 74.3 million by 2100.2 This 
increase is the equivalent to just under 
two cities the size of Manchester Metro 
Area. In the interim, the increase in our 
population seems likely to be very much 
higher, with the latest Office for National 
Statistics (ONS) figures suggesting an 
increase of 6.6 million over the next 10 
years (10%). More detailed numbers are 
given in chapter 3.

(ii) Population shaming
Anyone who suggests that there are trade-
offs or downsides to population growth, 

and that there is a case for considering the 
advantages of stabilising our population, 
is exhibiting morally reprehensible 
characteristics.

Implicit in this is an immediate assumption 
that any attempt at population 
stabilisation must involve policies with an 
element of compulsion, such as China’s 
one-child policy, India’s forced sterilisation 
programme or, at the very least, 
government interference in the right of 
individuals to have the number of children 
they wish.

Apart from pointing out that any such 
policies would, quite rightly, be faced 
with immediate and understandable 
opposition, the fact is that with a UK total 
fertility rate (TFR) of 1.4 – some way below 
a replacement rate of 2.1 – any such steps 
are not needed.

Demographic decisions need to take into 
account the rights and concerns of the 
existing settled population – of whom 
18% are now members of minority groups. 
Failing to address these issues seems 
unlikely to increase confidence in our 
system of government or indeed to aid 
social cohesion.

(iii) Population growth
Politicians argue that population growth is 
a sign of national vigour, and that growing 
the absolute size of one’s population gives 
extra clout in international discussions. 
Further, that only a growing population 
can give the necessary boost to the UK’s 
absolute economic size, is also claimed 
to be an important element in our 
international standing.

As a response to the first argument, 
is it really a good policy for the UK – 
a relatively small and already crowded 
island – to engage in a population 
numbers race with other countries 
of vastly larger geographical size?

Second – apart from the fact that the 
longer-term overall benefits resulting 
from large-scale population growth to 
our productivity record and our economy 
generally are far from proven – absolute 
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economic size surely should not be 
a totemic issue. For the existing settled 
population of the UK, the key concern 
will be prosperity per head. Perhaps even 
more important will be the median wage – 
the wage at which half the population 
is earning more and half earning less. 
Changes in this figure show the extent 
to which any gains in the country’s 
prosperity are fairly shared. The flatlining 
of the median wage since 2008 is not 
encouraging. 

(iv) Population decline
When the TFR falls below the replacement 
rate, the dependency ratio (the ratio 
between those in education or retirement 
compared to those in work) shifts 
unfavourably, making the costs of 
providing education, pensions and health 
services unsustainable. Only an increasing 
population can provide an answer.

The problem with this approach is that, 
inevitably, today’s young people are 
tomorrow’s old people. This will, in turn, 
require yet further increases to sustain the 
population. As Sir David Attenborough has 
put it, we would be creating a “population 
Ponzi scheme”.

Some transitional adjustment may well be 
needed in any move to a more balanced 
population. But it could be eased inter alia 
by addressing the anecdotal evidence 
of ‘under employment’ – in particular, by 

creating conditions to enable those who 
wish to, to work longer; many appear to 
need to do so either for financial reasons, 
in that they have not saved enough 
to enable them to live as they wish, 
or because they like the sense of purpose 
that a job provides.

(v) Population deconstruction
Media and political focus inevitably 
prioritises individual cases of appalling 
mistreatment, often involving children, 
which have caused people to seek 
asylum in the UK. Even to raise concerns 
about the impact that admission of 
such people might have on the country 
is to invite accusations of, at best, hard-
heartedness and an absence of any 
moral framework. In particular, the British 
people are generous-minded and so 
are instinctively supportive of individual 
cases of mistreatment. So, while public 
opinion is generally concerned about 
high levels of general population change 
and the consequent impact on the lives 
of the settled population, such concern 
melts away faced with cases of individual 
hardship and mistreatment.

But the UN estimates that there are 
122.6 million asylum seekers and internally 
displaced people worldwide,3 of which 
47 million are children. An open and 
transparent debate about the relative 
moral obligation of the UK in helping to 
address this huge challenge, including 
taking into account the right of our settled 
population – too often overlooked in 
debates on demography – is long overdue.

Finally, it shouldn’t be forgotten that the 
major demographic challenge comes not 
from refugees or asylum seekers, which 
in the year to June 2024 totalled 99,000. 
In the same period, the total number of 
people migrating to the UK was 728,000. 
In general terms, refugees and asylum 
seekers account for about 10.0% of our 
overall population growth.4

Channel crossings – many of which are economic migrants any way – give particular 
opportunities for press photographs and articles, but they account for about 10% of total 
net migration. Iraq, Sudan, Syria and Vietnam made up the bulk of these arrivals.

https://boudewijnhuijgens.getarchive.net/amp/media/boot-water-refugee-2f2c38

https://boudewijnhuijgens.getarchive.net/amp/media/boot-water-refugee-2f2c38
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(vi) Population fatalism

Population fatalism argues that, while 
there may be problems arising from 
population growth, there is nothing 
that can be done about it, and we must 
just accept whatever hand fate deals 
us. However, it is hard to see why we 
should not be preparing for the strategic 
consequences of 6.6 million additional 
people (two cities just under the size of 
the Manchester Metro Area) expected in 
the UK by 2035, in particular when there 
is clear evidence of public concern about 
this issue.

It is the nature of this ‘fatalism’ that this 
report seeks to explore. For it is surely 
astonishing that, when it is expected that 

government should have plans ready to 
address challenges in nearly every aspect 
of our lives, we make no plans for probably 
the single most important issue – an issue 
that underpins all those other plans – 
namely the likely size and make-up of 
our future population. The failure of the 
mainstream political parties to provide 
a convincing and coherent response has 
given room for more extreme views to 
make themselves heard.

Notes
1 https://population.un.org/wpp/

2 United Nations, Department of Economic 

and Social Affairs, Population Division. World 

Population Prospects: The 2024 Revision. 

(Medium variant)

3 https://www.un.org/en/global-issues/refugees

4 https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/

immigration-system-statistics-year-ending-

september-2024/summary-of-latest-statistics

https://population.un.org/wpp/
https://www.un.org/en/global-issues/refugees
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/immigration-system-statistics-year-ending-september-2024/summary-of-latest-statistics
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/immigration-system-statistics-year-ending-september-2024/summary-of-latest-statistics
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/immigration-system-statistics-year-ending-september-2024/summary-of-latest-statistics
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Probably the single most significant event 
that has prevented a calm, evidence-
based discussion of the widespread and 
fundamental trade-offs resulting from 
demographic change – up or down – took 
place in Birmingham on 20 April 1968. This 
was the date on which Enoch Powell made 
his infamous ‘Rivers of Blood’ speech.

From that point, any discussion about 
demographic change became irretrievably 
indistinguishable from a discussion about 
race – first in the minds of much of the 
commentariat, but also in parallel among 
the general public. Only now, 56 years 
later, are its echoes beginning to die away.

The reality is that nearly all of us – born 
here or newly arrived, no matter our race, 
our colour or our creed – have broadly the 
same objectives. We want a secure home, 
an adequately paid job, decent access to 
public services for our families, a policing 
and legal system that, together with 
effective armed forces, offers an adequate 
degree of security at home and abroad, 
sufficient open space for recreation and 
leisure, and an atmosphere of tolerance 
in which we can express our views freely.

In return for this, we are required to 
accept and comply wholeheartedly with 

the core values of this country – the host 
community. Increasingly, in recent years, 
concerns have grown about whether we 
will be able to leave a better country for 
the next generation to enjoy those things 
we have taken for granted. As part of this, 
there are also concerns about whether 
the policies that followed in recent years, 
which have resulted in a very rapid 
increase in the UK population, may have 
put these objectives at risk. What is the 
historical context?

2.1. The position 
1970–1995 – steady state
Over the period 1970–1995, the UK total 
fertility rate (TFR) (the number of children 
born to each woman) fell steadily. As 
a result, the natural increase (excess of 
births over deaths) fell by some 60% over 
the period from around 250,000 to 100,000 
per annum. Indeed, in three separate years 
in the late 1970s, deaths exceeded births. 
Meanwhile, immigration and emigration 
remained broadly stable, with the total UK 
population only growing slowly – 2.4 million 
(4.3%) over the 25-year period.

The figures are shown in Table 1.

Table 1: UK fertility rate 1970 to 1995

1970 1980 1990 1995

Total fertility rate (TFR) 2.44 1.90 1.83 1.7

Natural increase (000s) 249 92 156 90

Immigration (000s) 226 173 267 312

Emigration (000s) 291 228 231 236

Net immigration (000s) (65) (55) 36 76

Total UK population 
(million)

55.6 56.3 57.2 58.0

Source: ONS.
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2.2. The period 
1995–Brexit – 
accelerated growth
Under the Blair government, Britain’s 
immigration policy went from a highly 
restrictive approach to a very expansive 
one under what was termed a ‘managed 
migration policy’. There were two 
significant aspects: broadened admission 
criteria; and EU expansion.

Broadened admission criteria
First, work permit criteria were relaxed, the 
number of international students doubled, 
while existing low- and high-skilled 
migrant schemes were expanded, and new 
ones introduced. This resulted in a large 
increase in new arrivals, in particular 
from South Asia.

EU expansion
Second, in 2004, eight new countries from 
Eastern Europe joined the EU, and this in 
turn gave their citizens automatic right of 
access to the UK. The government received 
expert advice that these flows were 
unlikely to be large, so did not apply to 
the European Commission for permission 
(then available under EU rules, and used by 
France and other countries) to apply the 
temporary brake on numbers. In the event, 

the flows were substantially larger than the 
experts predicted.

These two developments increased the 
number of young people in the population, 
so the decline in the TFR flattened out 
and, as a result, the natural increase in our 
population began to rise again. The three 
years 2010–2012 saw the largest natural 
increase in the past half-century, more 
than 225,000 in each year.

The figures are shown in Table 2.

Impact on UK society
Overall, the result of these policy decisions 
was that, over the 20 years 1995–2015, 
the UK population increased by 7.1 million 
(12.2%). This is compared to 2.4 million 
(4.1%) over the previous 25 years. At the 
same time, the nature of British society 
began to change quite rapidly – for 
example, as evidenced by the fact that, in 
1970, about 10% of births were to mothers 
not born in the UK, whereas by 2021, that 
figure had risen to 31%.

It was the results of these policies – the 
implications for housing, public services, 
the environment and social cohesion – 
that began to raise in the public mind 
worries about the far-reaching and 
irreversible implications of demographic 
change; thus began a process which is 
still unfolding today.

Table 2: UK fertility rate 1995 to 2015

1995 2000 2005 2010 2015

Total fertility rate (TFR) 1.71 1.64 1.76 1.92 1.81

Natural increase (000s) 90 68 140 246 172

Immigration (net) (000s)

EU 23 6 96 77 183

Other 104 213 198 218 189

British (51) (62) (88) (43) (40)

Subtotal immigration net 76 158 267 256 332

Total UK population 
(millions)

58.0 58.9 60.4 62.8 65.1

Source: ONS.
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? But such concerns the general public may 
have had were effectively ignored by the 
commentariat as well as the major political 
parties. This is reflected, most famously, 
in the exchange in 2010 between Gordon 
Brown, then Prime Minister, and Gillian 
Duffy a Rochdale voter who raised some 
concerns about what was happening 
to her neighbourhood and was later 
described by the Prime Minister as “that 
bigoted woman”.

Perhaps worse still for public confidence 
in our system of government was the 
tendency by the two major parties, on 
occasion, to accept somewhat grudgingly 
that there were public concerns, talk about 
the need to address them, but then take no 
effective action to follow through.

Figure 1: Birthplace of babies and mothers, 1984–2024
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Source: ONS.

Figure 2: TFR by mother’s country of birth – England and Wales, 2004–2019
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Note: The TFR of new arrivals is also on a downward slope but remains significantly higher than that 
of the settled population. 
Source: Migration Watch UK and ONS.
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Table 3: Long-term net migration in the UK, rolling 12-month estimate

Year New arrivals from EU New arrivals outside the EU

2010 90,000 218,000

2015 200,000 153,000

2020 58,000 316,000

2022 -37,000 441,000

Note: A change in methodology means that new data cannot be compared directly with figures from before 
March 2020. Old estimates use the International Passenger Survey. New estimates are based on administrative 
and survey data, supported by statistical modelling. They are experimental and subject to change. 
Source: ONS.

2.3. Post Brexit – 
continued high rates 
of growth
One of the difficulties of reaching clear 
evidence-based conclusions about the 
effect of demographic change is the 
absence of good data. Only two existing 
official bodies regularly undertake work 
on this topic – the Office for National 
Statistics (ONS), which collects and 
regularises data and makes outline 
projections of the likely future trends; 
and the Migration Advisory Committee 
(MAC) whose role is confined by its terms 
of references to an important but rather 
narrow analysis of the economic aspect of 
migration flows. By contrast, polling shows 
that public concerns about the impact 
of demographic change go much wider 

than this and include concerns about the 
consequent impact on the availability 
of housing, the pressure on public 
services, damage to our ecology and our 
environment – in particular, our ability 
to meet our climate change goals – and 
strains on social cohesion. 

Complicating factors
These interpretative difficulties have been 
increased by four factors:

 • The decision to leave the EU made any 
analysis more complicated. It meant 
that EU citizens would now form part 
of the measured inflows and outflows. 
Up to that point, no such recording had 
taken place because of the EU’s free 
movement of labour provisions.

Gillian Duffy meeting Prime Minister Gordon Brown, 2010.
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 • The Brexit campaign placed a heavy 
focus on ‘taking back control of our 
borders’. It is true that Brexit gave the 
government new powers to control 
population movement with the 
EU. However, the public never fully 
appreciated that the UK had always 
had the power to control non-EU 
migration, which, as the figures in 
Table 3 show, is an equally substantial 
contribution to population growth.

 • Before any long-term trends about the 
specific impact of Brexit on demographic 
change could be discerned, the 
pandemic rolled through the world and 
fundamentally disrupted people’s 
movement over a period of years.

 • The Russian invasion of Ukraine led 
to the biggest refugee crisis in Europe 
since the end of the second world war.

The failure to take back control 
after Brexit

1. Arrivals from the EU have dropped – 
supporting the Remainer view that the 
UK would be seen as ‘unfriendly’ post-
Brexit. Since September 2020, during 
the COVID-19 pandemic, the number 
of EU nationals leaving the UK has been 
greater than those arriving.1 In the year 
ending December 2022, the long-term 
net migration of EU citizens to the UK 

was negative, at -51,000, according to 
ONS estimates published in May 2023. Net 
migration from the EU turned negative in 
2020, after the beginning of the pandemic, 
and continued falling in 2021 and 2022.2 
However, this is not the full picture.

2. More EU citizens already here sought 
‘settled status’ – supporting the 
Brexiteer view that leaving the EU 
did not make a fundamental change 
to our relationship with continental 
countries. Since September 2020, the 
number of EU citizens applying for 
UK citizenship has been greater than 
the number leaving the UK. As of 
30 September 2024, there have been 
8.2 million EU Settlement Scheme 
(EUSS) applications made by 6.3 million 
people (some individuals submitted 
multiple applications) since the scheme 
launched. Of these, 4 million were 
granted settled status, and a further 
2.8 million (35%) were granted 
pre-settled status.3

3. Non-EU/non-refugee/asylum seekers 
migration rose from 218,000 in 2010 
to 441,000 in 2022. Since 2021, the total 
number of new arrivals from outside 
the EU has been consistently above 
300,000 (rolling 12-month estimate).

4. Many Ukrainian citizens made their 
homes, at least temporarily, in the 
UK. From March 2022 to September 
2024, there were 214,4004 arrivals from 
Ukraine under the Ukraine Family 
Scheme and the Ukraine Sponsorship 
Scheme. This figure includes:

 • 58,400 under the Ukraine Family 
Scheme

 • 155,900 under the Ukraine 
Sponsorship Scheme.

The Russian invasion of Ukraine 
led to the biggest refugee crisis 
in Europe since the end of the 
second world war.

Notes

1 https://migrationobservatory.ox.ac.uk/resources/

briefings/eu-migration-to-and-from-the-uk/

2 Ibid.

3 https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/

immigration-system-statistics-year-ending-

september-2024/summary-of-latest-statistics

4 https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/

ukraine-family-scheme-application-data/

ukraine-family-scheme-and-ukraine-sponsorship-

scheme-homes-for-ukraine-visa-data--2

https://migrationobservatory.ox.ac.uk/resources/briefings/eu-migration-to-and-from-the-uk/
https://migrationobservatory.ox.ac.uk/resources/briefings/eu-migration-to-and-from-the-uk/
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/immigration-system-statistics-year-ending-september-2024/summary-of-latest-statistics
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/immigration-system-statistics-year-ending-september-2024/summary-of-latest-statistics
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/immigration-system-statistics-year-ending-september-2024/summary-of-latest-statistics
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/ukraine-family-scheme-application-data/ukraine-family-scheme-and-ukraine-sponsorship-scheme-homes-for-ukraine-visa-data--2
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/ukraine-family-scheme-application-data/ukraine-family-scheme-and-ukraine-sponsorship-scheme-homes-for-ukraine-visa-data--2
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/ukraine-family-scheme-application-data/ukraine-family-scheme-and-ukraine-sponsorship-scheme-homes-for-ukraine-visa-data--2
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/ukraine-family-scheme-application-data/ukraine-family-scheme-and-ukraine-sponsorship-scheme-homes-for-ukraine-visa-data--2


3 What the 
future holds
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Estimates of future population levels are 
inevitably uncertain. Nevertheless, given 
the long term and irreversible impact of 
demographic change efforts need to be 
made to consider and plan for a range 
of outcomes.

At this time forecasting has been made 
particularly hazardous because the level of 
admissions in the single year 2023 revealed 
an all-time high of just under 1.3 million – 
an increase not far short of two percent 
of the entire population – driven, in part, 
by external events such as events in Hong 
Kong and Ukraine.

This absolute increase linked to publicity 
about possible abuses in the system led to 
specific actions by the then Conservative 
government in respect of student and work 
visas. These are outlined below.

Further, during May 2025, as this Report 
was in its final stages of preparation, two 
significant developments took place.

First, the Labour Government published 
a White Paper “Restoring Control over 
the Immigration System” (CP 1326). It was 
heavy on aspiration but light on detail 
as summarised on page 27 at the end 
of this chapter.

Second, on 22 May the ONS issued its 
preliminary estimate of the change 
in the UK population in 2024 – the 
first year which had the impact of the 
policies introduced by the Conservative 
government referred to above. It too is 
summarised at the end of this chapter; 
the headline number was the significant 
reduction in the net increase from 860,000 
to 431,000. But this latter figure still 
represented a very high figure by historic 
standards and after allowing for a small 
natural increase means that we are 
adding nearly half a million annually to 
our population with all the implications 
for housing, public services, net zero, 
environment etc.

3.1. Position today – 
new emerging patterns
More generally, the UK TFR has been 
declining year-on-year in recent years. 
The TFR for England and Wales in 2012 
was 1.92, but by 2022 had fallen to 1.49.1 
It is now some way below 2.1 at which 
population levels remain stable long term. 
In Scotland, the TFR was 1.33 in 2022 and 
in Northern Ireland, the TFR was 1.71,2 the 
highest TFR of the four UK countries. When 
added together, the UK’s TFR in 2022 
was 1.51. In the UK, women would need to 
have, on average, 2.08 children to ensure 
long term “natural” replacement of the 
population.3 The ONS figures for 2023, are 
as follows. Note that the admission figures 
shown in Table 1 are gross (i.e. do not take 
into account any departures).

How many stay on?
So much for the gross numbers of 
arrivals. However, from the point of view 
of the UK’s demographic challenge, 
while the number being admitted has 
significance, the fundamental question for 
the UK is: how many of these people will 
stay permanently?

There are two major relevant groups: study 
visas, and work visas.

1. Study visas

There have been concerns that too many 
students have been undertaking a course 
of study at a UK university, at the end of 
which they can morph into the permanent 
workforce as a way of short-circuiting 
the normal immigration system. This 
risk was considered to be the greater 
by reason of their ability to bring their 
dependents with them for all courses. The 
economic case for increasing the number 
of overseas students is discussed later in 
this chapter. But, in response to public 
pressure, in January 2024 the Conservative 
government implemented a number 
of changes – in particular, removing 
the right for international students to 
bring dependants unless they were on 
postgraduate courses currently designated 
as ‘research programmes’.
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Table 1: UK population increases in 2023

Natural increase

Births 591,0724

Deaths 581,3635

Subtotal – natural increase 9,436

New arrivals

Work 335,4476

Study 393,0007

Work/study families 81,0008

Subtotal – new arrivals 809,447

Refugees and asylum seekers

Asylum applications 75,3409

Ukraine 179,50010

Afghanistan 31,94411

Hong Kong British National Overseas visa 182,60012

Subtotal – refugees and asylum seekers 469,384

Total 1,279,540

Source: ONS.

International students have become an increasingly important source of revenue for UK universities.
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The number of dependents entering the UK 
increased from 16,000 in 2019 to 136,000 in 
2022. Other changes reduced the ability for 
international students to switch out of the 
student route into work routes before their 
studies had been completed, and ensured 
that all international students were 
predominantly undertaking face-to-face 
courses.

After the change of government in July 
2024, Home Secretary, Yvette Cooper, 
announced that the government would…

“continue with the previously announced 
measures to ensure that international 
students, the institutions they are coming 
to study at, and the immigration system as 
a whole are protected from those who wish 
to exploit it”.13

2. Work visas

Similar concerns have been expressed at 
how certain types of visas are being used 
to avoid the normal immigration system. 
For example, the Health and Care Worker 
visa was launched in August 2020 as part 
of the emergency response to the 
COVID-19 pandemic. The pressure on the 
care system has been such that the 
government has exempted the £37,80014 
salary level required to qualify for a visa. 
Instead, the minimum salary for a care 
worker is £23,200.15

But, once admitted and working in the 
sector, there is poor enforcement to 
ensure that the person remains employed 
within the sector. The Migration Advisory 
Committee has noted that a large number 
of workers entering the UK on Health and 
Care Worker visas do not end up working 
in the sector. Border Force queried the 
documentation of a migrant who was 
sponsored by one care provider, who 

had had 498 visas granted since May 
2022. The Care Quality Commission 
confirmed that this care provider had 
been dormant since September 2021 and 
was no longer providing any services. UK 
Visas and Immigration stated that five 
sponsor licences in the care sector had 
been revoked in May 2023. Between the 
five, these sponsors had made more than 
1,100 main visa applications.16 This gives 
some credibility to the suspicion that a few 
months working in a care home provides 
a shortcut for a way to work in the UK.

How will this impact 
population growth?
 • The Migration Observatory at 

University of Oxford undertook 
academic analysis of likely long-term 
“staying on” rates. The findings are 
published in Madeleine Sumption’s 
chapter Limits to Power – how immigration 
policymakers influence demographic 
change later in this report. Key findings 
from this research are, first, that people 
on work visas contribute the largest 
share of net migration in the long term. 
Second, that students are also large 
contributors. Even though students’ stay 
rates are lower than any other group, 
the number of students is sufficiently 
large that a small share remaining 
permanently can make a meaningful 
contribution to long-term net migration.

From this research, the Migration 
Observatory makes an estimate of the 
likely level of those who stay on – and 
so represent a permanent increase 
in our population. After deducting 
departing British (30,000 per annum) 
and allowing for some overs and unders, 
the Migration Observatory estimates 
a net annual increase in our population 
in the range of 300,000 to 350,000.

 • Office for National Statistics (ONS) 
By contrast, the ONS has recently 
released its updated figures 
which estimate that the UK’s 
population increased from 67.6 million 
in 2022 to 68.3 million in 2023 – an 
increase in this one year of 677,300. 
This is a 1% increase to the population 
between July 2022 and June 2023.17 

A large number of workers 
entering the UK on Health and 
Care Worker visas do not end 
up working in the sector.
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This is the largest annual percentage 
increase in the UK’s population since 
comparable data began in 1971. 

It underlines a concern that official 
figures appear not to be capturing 
the reality on the ground.

Table 2: National Insurance numbers

Nationality Number Percentage

EU 69,927 7.4%

Other European 49,302 5.2%

Asia 544,241 57.9%

Rest of the world 261,711 27.8%

Other/unknown 14,857 1.6%

Total 940,039 100%

Source: Stat-Xplore. 
Note: Statistical disclosure control has been applied to this table to avoid the release of confidential data. 
Totals may not sum due to the disclosure control applied. Date: 17 September 2024.

The picture is further confused by the 
number of National Insurance numbers 
(NINOs) being issued.

Members of the settled population are 
automatically issued a NINO on their 16th 
birthday. However, people coming from 
overseas require a NINO to be able to work 
legally. A NINO is permanent (e.g., if you 
come to pick fruit in several successive 
years, the same NINO will apply).

A reply to a Parliamentary Question 
on 9 September 2024 revealed that 

a total of 940,039 NINOs were issued 
to overseas nationals in the 12 months 
prior to June 2024, of which 544,000 
(58%) went to Asian nationals and 13% 
to those from Europe.

It is unclear how this figure of just under 
1 million can be reconciled with the issue 
of Work visas (335,447 in 2023). 

The above figures, all gathered in 
good faith, suggest substantially different 
directions of travel. It underlines the need 
for better and more focused data.

The future

It has been said that making demographic 
projections is like trying to lower a ping 
pong ball on the end of a fishing line into 
a bucket 25 yards away in a gale.

Which government departments 
are involved?
This inherent uncertainty is made 
worse by the confused landscape of 
British Government policy, where the 
major policy decisions are taken in 
individual departmental policy silos, 
with no department responsible for 
taking a strategic overview. The major 
reasons for population change, and the 

government departments responsible, 
and the numbers admitted last year are:

 • Right to Work – Department for Work 
and Pensions

 • Right to Study – Department 
for Education

 • Right of Family Resettlement – 
Home Office

 • Refugees/Asylum Seekers – 
Home Office

 • Natural change – Cabinet Office/ONS

The sources for the numbers can be found 
in Table 1.
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Long-term impact
As already noted, the key issue determining 
long-term impact on a country is not 
primarily the number of admissions, 
but the number who subsequently 
stay permanently.

Anyone arriving in this country will 
immediately make some demands on 
our society – which may or may not be 
balanced by their contribution to it. But 
if a person chooses to stay permanently – 
particularly if that person chooses to bring 
a family here to join them –their impact 
increases substantially.

The ONS produced two forecasts: 
for 15 years 2020–2035; and 25 years 
2020–2045.

3.2. 2020–2035 – rapid 
growth continues
Over the period to 2035, our population 
is expected to grow by a further 6.6 
million (9.9%). This figure assumes an 
annual migration figure of 315,000, 
a TFR at the end of the period of 1.59 
(2.1 is the number needed for a stable 
population) and life expectancy of 81.3 
years (men) and 84.6 years (women). 
See Table 3 for a breakdown of figures.

What does this mean for urbanisation 
and loss of open space? An example, 
Manchester Metro Area has a population 
of 2.8 million and occupies an area of 
1.276 square kilometres. So, to house 
6.6 million people, we will have to build 
over just under two cities the size of the 
Manchester Metro Area This will cover 
3,062 square kilometres. Compare this 
figure to existing counties – Berkshire 
1,263 sq km, Cheshire 2,344 sq km or 
Northumberland 5,013 sq km – and one 
can see the extent to which this country 
is going to change.

3.3. 2035–2045 – 
growth slows
The ONS expects that the second 10-year 
period to 2045 will see a further increase of 
only 2.9 million, taking the overall increase 
for the 25 years of 9.5 million people. 
As a result, the total population will increase 
from 67.0 million in 2021 to 76.6 million 
in 2046.

The reduced rate of increase is the result 
of several factors. Notably, from about 
2035, deaths are expected to exceed 
births, so over the 10-year period, there 
are projected to be 1.4 million more 
deaths than births.

Table 3: Population change 2020–2035

Millions Natural increase Migration

Births 10.8 Immigration 13.7

Deaths 10.3 Emigration 7.6

Increase 0.5 6.1

Source: ONS.
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3.4. 2045–2100 
projections – the UK 
becomes the most 
populous country 
in Europe
Beyond 2045

The ONS provides a central projection for 
the UK population up to 2072. This is based 
on life expectancy for males of 80.5 years 
(today 78.8) and females of 84.2 years 
(today 82.8) a TFR of 1.6 (today 1.44) and 
net migration of 340,000 per annum 
(2024: 750,000). 

This predicts a UK population in 2072 
of 75.3 million – fractionally below the 
expected total for 2046 of 76.6 million.

It is worth considering how sensitive 
the total is to any change in these three 
key parameters:

 • If the TFR were to increase to 1.7 from 
1.44, the population would increase 
by a further 1.0 million to 76.3 million.

 • If the life expectancy were to increase 
for males to 82.2 and females 85.8, the 
population would increase by 600,000.

 • If net migration were to increase to 
420,000 and 525,000, the population 
would increase by 1.8 million and 
3.8 million respectively.

And if all three happened, the population 
of the UK would be 79.9 million – 4.6 million 
above the existing projection.

3.5. Background political 
imperatives
Why have governments found it so 
difficult to agree to establishing some 
way of analysing, planning or responding 
to changes in population levels and the 
public concern about them?

Overall is the inherent uncertainty of our 
world. For example, nobody could have 

predicted the Russian invasion of Ukraine, 
which led to the biggest refugee crisis in 
western Europe since 1945. Further, the 
next world health crisis – which some 
suggest as likely to be an antibiotic-
resistant disease – may not be resolved 
as quickly as the COVID-19 pandemic.

Of no less relevance are the constraints 
imposed by the five-year electoral cycle. 
Demographic policy changes are slow to 
take effect – though they are inexorable 
in their long-term consequences. 
Further, they may well cause short-term 
political pain, with gains only accruing 
many years later. There is therefore an 
understandable temptation to ‘kick the 
can down the road’ and avoid potentially 
controversial decisions.

In this connection, governments have 
been particularly impacted by three policy 
areas, each of which has powerful and 
influential advocates: economics; soft 
power; and morals.

(i) The economic case
British industry’s argument for recruiting 
overseas can be summarised as being due 
to a lack of British people skilled enough 
or motivated enough to carry out the 
work required. On closer examination, the 
answer can be reframed as not having 
the people in the right geographical areas 
with the right skills. This in turn has led to 
firms recruiting labour from overseas – 
in the words of the Migration Advisory 
Committee – as “the default option”.

Impact of the Treasury

And of course the Treasury, with its 
significant economic influence, has played 
a major role. It may come as a surprise, 
but the Treasury automatically increases 
its gross domestic product (GDP) growth 
estimate if there is an increase in the 
number of people expected to arrive; so 
more arrivals means an automatic upward 
tick in forecast GDP growth.

No allowance is made for the nature or 
skills of a new arrival so, a luckless asylum 
seeker – who is quite possibly unable to 
speak, read or write English – is believed 
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by the Treasury to contribute as much to 
our economy as a multi-skilled English-
speaking Hong Kong citizen. Further, no 
account is taken of whether the individual 
is a solo arrival or is accompanied by 
dependents. Small wonder that every 
chancellor of every political party looking 
for ways to boost economic forecasts is 
reluctant to agree to policies that may 
turn down the arrivals tap.

Recent policy decisions

In 2023, the then Conservative Government 
announced that it would increase the 
salary threshold for people arriving on 
Skilled Worker visas in two stages: the first 
in April 2024, and the second in 2025. The 
Confederation of British Industry, Britain’s 
leading business lobby organisation, 
responded by saying that “this level of 
increase will do nothing to address the 
shortages that are currently holding back 
business investment and growth”.

After the general election, Home 
Secretary, Yvette Cooper, said the Labour 
Government intended to implement the 
previous government’s planned policy 
to increase the general salary threshold 
for people arriving on Skilled Worker 
visas. However, other changes would not 
take place until the Migration Advisory 
Committee conducted a review.

Pressure from the business community 
has undoubtedly been one reason for 
this delay. An article published in People 
Management in August 2024 argued for the 
necessity of working age migration in the 
context of an ageing population.18 In April 
2024, Khyati Sundaram, Chief Executive 
Officer of hiring platform, Applied, argued 

that the fall in overseas workers due to 
the increase in the income threshold was 
worsening the skills shortage for employers 
who depend on international recruitment 
to fill the talent gap and bring unique 
perspectives and knowledge to teams.

Consequences for UK economic 
performance and society

Several commentators have taken issue 
with this current approach. They have 
suggested that, unless the policy regarding 
new arrivals is to restrict admission to 
those with high skills, the benefits, if any, 
to the UK economy as a whole are very 
short lived. They say that any longer-
term benefits will accrue to new arrivals 
themselves – and good luck to them – 
as well as to the already better-off among 
the settled population.

Further, they argue that this policy is 
one of the causes of this country’s poor 
productivity record, since it enables 
businesses to defer or reduce capital 
investment and take advantage of Britain’s 
flexible labour market by recruiting from 
overseas. So, making it harder to recruit 
from overseas may result in an increase 
in capital investment and a longer-term 
consequent improvement in the UK’s 
productivity performance.

Stagnant real median wage

A more important result of extensive 
overseas recruitment is the knock-on 
effect on the economic position of the 
less advantaged members of the settled 
population. Many commentators focus on 
the way an increase in the average wage 
is distorted if one group of the population 
has a significant advantage. They go on 
to argue that better measurement of the 
extent to which increased prosperity is 
being spread is the change in median 
wage – the wage at which half the country 
earns less and half earns more. During 
the period 2010–2020, the median weekly 
wage rose from £50619 in April 2012 to 
£64020 in April 2022. Adjusted for the 
effect of inflation, the latter figure should 
be £764.55. Accordingly, this means that 
as many as half the settled population of 
the UK likely saw no real increase in their 
standard of living over this period.

British industry’s argument 
for recruiting overseas can 
be summarised as being due to 
a lack of British people skilled 
enough or motivated enough 
to carry out the work required.
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Underemployment

At an individual level, the consequences 
may be equally corrosive. As a nation we 
are proud of our high levels of employment. 
But the ONS definition of employment is 
“at least one hour of paid employment per 
week”. So, the issue of underemployment 
looms large: zero-hours contracts; 
members of minority communities locked 
into low pay; low prospect jobs; and, 
last but not least, those aged over 50 
who find it hard to get any job at all. 
Underemployment among the over 50s has 
declined in recent years but remains above 
30% – a situation that would be politically 
unacceptable for younger people.

High-skill migration

All political parties have signed up to the 
concept of ‘high-skill’ migration, so why has 
this policy proved so difficult to implement? 
In short, because individual well-publicised 
cases put the minister of the day on the 
back foot – so a farmer standing in the 
middle of a field of cabbages which he 

says he cannot harvest without labour 
from overseas, or the managing director of 
a leading-edge engineering firm explaining 
that his export drive will be hampered if he 
cannot recruit from overseas, give graphic 
examples that can swing the mood of 
political and/or public opinion.

As noted before, the last Conservative 
Government made a decision to increase 
the basic salary for ‘skilled’ migrants. 
This was to be in two parts: part one 
increased the basic salary from £18,600 
to £29,000; with an additional increase 
to £34,500 later in 2024 and to £38,700 
in 2025. From £18,600 to £29,000 looks 
like a large increase (36%), but adjusted 
for inflation, since the £18,600 was first 
set in July 2012, it is only 11% in real terms. 
Further, there are also those who argue 
that the proposed £38,700 minimum salary 
is hardly the level expected by a skilled 
person. Nevertheless, it represented an 
effort to address the issue and was due to 
take effect from April 2025. But, as noted 
earlier, the incoming government have 

Ministers are under pressure to allow higher levels of new arrivals – for example, to assist with harvesting crops. 
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decided not to implement these increases 
pending further research into the impact 
of the policy by the Migration Advisory 
Committee.

(ii) The soft power case
The basis of this argument is that 
people who come here to study will form 
a favourable impression of the UK and 
so, in their subsequent career, will be 
inclined to favour this country – politically, 
economically or socially. Each one of 
us will have our own view of the validity 
of this argument.

Flaws in the university business model

This argument has been particularly used 
by university vice chancellors, some of 
whom have built their business model 
on attracting large numbers of foreign 
students to whom they can charge 
higher fees than the £9,535 maximum 
chargeable to UK undergraduates. So, any 

restrictions on recruiting from overseas 
puts this business model, and therefore 
their university, at risk of financial collapse. 
Unsurprisingly, they are inclined to give 
maximum publicity to this possibility.

In a Telegraph report on 30 September 
2024, the University of East Anglia 
vice-chancellor warned that the slump 
in international students has spurred 
universities to “aggressively” recruit more 
domestic students, but warned there 
weren’t enough students to go around.

In a Guardian report published on 
7 September 2024, Professor Max Lu, the 
Vice Chancellor of the University of Surrey, 
praised the incoming Labour Government 
for welcoming international students. This 
report went on to say that universities 
attracting more international students 
have been able to cross-subsidise domestic 
undergraduates, whose tuition fees in 
England have been frozen since 2017, their 
value eroded by inflation. Politically, any 

Under half of UK students who apply to medical school each year are accepted, while at the same time the NHS increasingly relies on overseas 
recruitment, often from less developed countries.

https://www.istockphoto.com/photo/operating-room-of-surgical-table-with-instruments-
assistant-picks-up-instruments-for-gm1306095203-396773057
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Under half of UK students who apply to medical school each year are accepted, while at the same time the NHS increasingly relies on overseas 
recruitment, often from less developed countries.

https://www.istockphoto.com/photo/operating-room-of-surgical-table-with-instruments-
assistant-picks-up-instruments-for-gm1306095203-396773057

suggestion that a university or a college 
of a university might have to merge, let 
alone close, will lead to an uproar in the 
community in which it is located.

Impact on students from settled 
populations

From a demographic point of view, 
as already noted, the actual number 
of international admissions has limited 
significance, though there may be 
an effect on the quality of teaching 
offered to undergraduates from the 
settled population; there appears 
to be considerable debate among 
undergraduates as to the extent to which 
the present arrangements represent value 
for money.

Of much greater importance 
demographically is whether a student is 
going to be accompanied by a family, and 
whether they are to return home at the end 
of their course.

The proportion of students granted further 
leave to remain in the UK following their 
studies more than tripled between 2019 
and 2023 from 18% to 56%.21 Further, the 
proportion of students who remain in the 
UK after their studies by switching to 
another type of visa increased from 15% 
in 2019 to 56% in 2023.22

It was this that led the Conservative 
Government to introduce a series of 
new regulations which came into force 
in January 2024.23 So far this new policy 
is reported to have reduced the number 
of applications from 115,000 in the year 
ending June 2023 to 80,000 in the year 
ending June 2024.24

(iii) The moral case
Again, put simply, the UK is a rich country 
and so we have a duty to help persons less 
fortunate than ourselves; further, there are 
international agreements to which this 
country is a signatory – some of which, it is 
argued, were designed and written for the 
very different conditions of western Europe 
in the aftermath of the second world war. 
The emergence of highly profitable but 
morally appalling business models – such 

as people smuggling – requires us to take 
immediate action to end them.

Safe and legal routes

In recent years there have been proposals 
to create ‘safe and legal routes’ as a means 
of answering the moral imperative, 
while simultaneously breaking the 
business model of the people smugglers. 
Clearly there are advantages to such an 
approach – but, as ever, the devil is in the 
detail: How many safe and legal routes 
are proposed, how many individuals will 
be allowed down each route and, critically, 
what happens when that latter figure is 
reached? Given the number of refugees 
in the world today, such a figure may well 
be reached quickly. Unless we are to have 
an ‘open door’ policy without limit on the 
numbers who may use each route, it seems 
highly probable that, once any set limit 
for a safe and legal route is reached, the 
people smugglers will merely resume where 
they left off. 

Relatively small numbers

A parallel argument is that, even under this 
present ‘stressed’ condition, the numbers 
arriving by this route represent a very small 
proportion of new arrivals. As noted earlier, 
in 2023, of the 809,447 new arrivals, 75,340 
or 9.3% were refugees. So, it is argued that 
the primary demographic challenge we 
face is the result of continuing high levels 
of arrivals to work or to study.

A moral dilemma

Meanwhile, other commentators have 
raised the issue as to whether it is morally 
right for the UK – a rich country – to 
recruit skilled workers from less developed 
countries where these skills are desperately 
needed. Take medical training: in the last 
year, 29,000 UK citizens applied to train 
as doctors, but there are currently only 
7,000 training places available (shortly to 
be increased to 15,000). In 2024, 22,000 
young UK citizens were unable to follow 
their chosen career choice. Yet in the same 
period a third of doctors and three in 10 
nurses working in the National Health 
Service (NHS) were non-UK nationals 
in 2023. The overall number of foreign 
nationals working for NHS England in 
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2023 was 20.4%, up from 13% in 2016 
and 11.9% in 2009 when the data was 
first made available.25

In summary, unsurprisingly, given the 
strong conflicting views, government 
ministers have found it very difficult 
to construct and hold a policy line on 
the moral case. Individuals, especially 
young children, rescued from drowning 
are bound to, and should, attract our 
sympathy and so create pressure for 
automatic admission. Policies designed 
to date, such as the Rwanda scheme (the 
UK and Rwanda Migration and Economic 
Development Partnership), can appear, or 
can be portrayed as appearing, heartless.

The new government appears to be finding 
just how intractable an issue this is, with 
conflicting pressures from all sides. To 
date, no clear policies have been brought 
forward beyond increasing border security 
in the Channel.

3.6. Government White 
Paper May 2025
As this report was about to go to print, 
the government published a white paper, 
Restoring control over the immigration 
system (CP 1326). It is a 76-page 
paper built around four themes: work 
reforms; study reforms; enforcement 
of rules; and improved integration 
and community cohesion.

It would be unfair and churlish to disregard 
the paper’s points wholesale. But, not 
only are they just proposals, but many are 
proposed that will only be implemented 
after ‘consultation’. So, it is not yet clear 
what details of the package the country is 
being asked to accept. However, what is 
clear is that there is no overall strategy for 
balancing, measuring and reconciling the 
trade-offs between the four themes. Each 
government department will continue to 
have its own agenda, which its ministers 
will undoubtedly pursue vigorously. And 
this has proved to be the Achilles’ heel of 
many similar approaches in the past.

Importantly, there are no numerical 
objectives, only aspirational ones. As 

the Home Secretary says in the white 
paper: “Migration matters but it must 
be controlled so the system is fair and 
works for the UK.” Probably every Home 
Secretary for the past 20 years would 
have put their name to that sentence 
and sentiment; but progress has never 
happened primarily because, without an 
overall framework, special pleading or 
individual policy objectives have proved 
more influential. And in particular, without 
any numerical and measurable framework, 
no one can be blamed or held responsible.

This white paper may be different but, 
given past experiences and the fact that no 
structural changes are proposed, the odds 
against a different result must be high. 
For those all across the country who have 
seen the side effects of rapid population 
growth – in particular those living in the 
blue/red wall seats – this looks like another 
refusal to confront these complexities fair 
and square. Instead, as has happened over 
the past 25 years, the approach is to ‘kick 
the can down the road’, and (like Dickens’s 
Mr Micawber) hope that “something will 
turn up”.

Importantly, experts suggest that the 
proposals in the white paper increase 
complexity and will lead to more court 
challenges. As the Law Report of 22 May 
2025 puts it “Immigration plan means 
legal bonanza”.

3.7. Latest migration 
statistics
On 22 May 2025 the ONS released first 
figures on the change of the UK population 
in 2024. These are preliminary numbers 
and may well be – and in past years often 
have been – adjusted as more detail 
becomes available.

The summary numbers (EU and non EU) are:

000’s 2023 2024

Immigration 1,326 948

Emigration 466 517

Net Increase 860 431
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We can conclude that

 • all these figures are likely to have 
been influenced by the unwinding 
of the impact of Brexit and, more 
importantly, Covid.

 • the annual increase in the UK 
population – after adding a small 
natural increase – remains close to half 
a million; this figure would historically 
have been regarded as staggeringly 
high. It carries with it huge implications 
for the settled population since, inter 
alia, it will require the building of 
an additional 200,000 houses, over 
and above what is needed to meet 
domestic demand.

 • the bulk of the reduction appears 
to have come from “low hanging 
fruit” – mostly as a result of changes 
introduced by the last Conservative 
Government. Reducing numbers from 
this new lower level may well prove 
challenging.

Non-EU Student Visas
As noted elsewhere in the Report, changes 
were made by the last government to 
the terms of student visas – importantly 
restricting the ability to bring in the 
families of those on undergraduate study 
and to reduce the ability to undertake 
a degree entirely or predominantly online. 
This has led to the forecast reduction 
in student visa applications and more 
significantly in family visas.

Non EU Students 2023 2024

Students 423 266

Families 121 17

Total 544 283

However the ONS noted that the number 
of students “transitioning” i.e. moving 
from a student visa to another – probably 
work visa – has risen substantially. Of 
those entering the UK on a student visa 
in 2019 only 18% transitioned, for those 
in 2021 46% did so. This may suggest 
that obtaining a student visa may still 
be being used to short circuit the normal 
entry process.

Non-EU Work Visas
Also as noted elsewhere the last 
Conservative Government raised the salary 
thresholds at which “shortage” exemptions 
come into force. As forecast this as led to 
a reduction in work visas to 262,000 from 
369,000 in the prior year.

Humanitarian/Asylum Seekers/
Families
There was a small reduction in these 
categories from 260,000 in 2023 to 
222,000.

Conclusion
More detail is needed to see the full 
implications of these preliminary figures 
but two things are clear:

 • overall the number of people wishing to 
stay in the UK remains stubbornly high.

 • that attempts at further reductions may 
well be challenged by a combination 
of those involved in industry and 
commerce, higher education or 
humanitarian activities.
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4 Experts’ analyses  
of the consequences 
of population 
pressure

So far, we have been examining and considering the physical 
numbers of our population – past, present and projected.

But we now need to consider the impact they will have on us, 
as individuals, as well as our society, our environment, our 
ecology, our food and water security and – no less importantly – 
future generations and the prospects for the country we will 
be leaving them.

In this chapter, nine experts give their views in essays about 
what they think lies ahead in their area of expertise: how well we, 
as a country, prepare for these developments, and what needs 
to be done to improve things.
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A. Goodbye to the hedgehog? 
The impact of population change 
on biodiversity
Sir Jonathon Porritt CBE

Jonathon Porritt  is an eminent writer, 
campaigner, and advisor on sustainable 
development. He co-founded Forum for 
the Future in 1996, helping business and 
civil society transition toward a sustainable 
future, and also co-founded the Prince 
of Wales Business and Sustainability 
Programme. A former Co-Chair of the 
Green Party and Director of Friends of 
the Earth, he chaired the UK Sustainable 
Development Commission (2000–2009) 
and served on the board of the Southwest 
Regional Development Agency. He is 
now focused on intergenerational justice, 
supporting youth-led climate action amid 
the Climate and Biodiversity Emergencies. 
Jonathon is President of The Conservation 
Volunteers and Population Matters, and was 
Chancellor of Keele University (2012–2022). 
He was awarded a CBE in 2000 and is the 
author of 10 books, including Hope in Hell.

“Quite simply…human population increase 
is … the biggest threat to the welfare of 
our wildlife in these islands.” – Norman 
Maclean, Emeritus Professor of Genetics, 
University of Southampton.1

Introduction
When I was born in 1950, the UK 
population stood at 50 million, neatly 
coinciding with the new decade. Today, 
the UK is home to 67.6 million people, with 
the Office for National Statistics (ONS) 
projecting an increase to 74.2 million by 
2035 – a growth of 6.6 million more people 

in one generation.2 Equivalent to building 
five to six cities the size of Birmingham, 
plus all the additional transport 
infrastructure, health and public services 
(including over 2,000 new primary schools 
and 1,000 secondary schools) to meet the 
needs of those extra people.3

Over the same period, once common and 
iconic wildlife species have declined. The 
turtle dove, immortalised in the traditional 
song ‘The twelve days of Christmas’, has 
proved all too mortal, crashing from an 
estimated 125,000 pairs breeding in the UK 
in the 1950s to just 2,000 pairs recorded 
by the British Trust for Ornithology in 
2024.4 Also, being voted the UK’s ‘favourite 
mammal’ in 2016 hasn’t slowed the 
hedgehog’s demise, with 95% ‘lost’ over 
the past 70 years.

State of Nature report
2016 marked the publication of the State 
of Nature report, the first comprehensive 
audit of the UK’s fauna and flora since 
national statutory nature body, the Nature 
Conservancy Council, was broken up by 
Nicholas Ridley in 1991. That first report 
gave a damning indictment of the UK as 
being “one of the most nature depleted 
countries in the world”,5 relegating us 
to the lowest 10% of countries globally 
in terms of ‘biodiversity intactness’.6 
Subsequent reports of 2019 and 2023 
showed no improvement in the overall 
downward trend.
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“It is widely accepted that the UK’s 
biodiversity has been massively depleted 
by centuries of habitat loss, management 
changes, development and persecution…” 
(SoN 2019);

and

“No let-up in the decline of our wildlife, with 
one in six species at risk of being lost from 
Great Britain.” (SoN 2023).

With farmed land making up 70% of the 
UK’s overall area, agriculture is highlighted 
by many conservationists as the key driver 
of change to our countryside and principal 
cause of the negative impacts upon its 
wildlife. The ‘second agricultural revolution’, 
after the second world war, focused on 
maximising yields per acre and output per 
‘livestock unit’, embodied in the policies 
and incentives initiated by the Agriculture 
Act 1947, then amplified through the EU’s 
Common Agricultural Policy, which pushed 
wildlife to the margins.

Hundreds of thousands of acres of 
‘unproductive’ woodland were cleared, 
more than 300,000 miles of hedgerow 
grubbed out, a quarter of million farmland 
‘dew ponds’ drained and ploughed over 
to increase field size and accommodate 

bigger, more efficient machinery.7 Add the 
damage to our wildlife and its natural food 
sources through the arsenal of chemical 
insecticides, herbicides, wormers, and 
artificial fertilisers aggressively marketed 
to farmers, and intensive agriculture 
certainly fits the suspect profile.

Recent studies across Europe have found 
that the abundance of insects has declined 
by between 38% to 75%.8 Similar declines 
in abundance and distribution have 
been seen in UK populations of bees and 
hoverflies, butterflies and moths, beetles, 
and freshwater insects – with bees and 
hoverflies suffering the most dramatic 
losses since the 1950s. It is incontrovertible 
that wildlife has declined dramatically 
across the UK, in particular wildlife that 
used to be common to our farmland.9

What lies ahead
These days, policymakers are tasking 
farmers with both continuing to produce 
‘cheap’ food and reversing the losses 
to our native fauna and flora. Notable 
progress has been made: for example, Tim 
Scott, a tenant farmer for the Countryside 
Regeneration Trust, has transformed 
a former mono-cropped ‘prairie farm’, 
restoring its hedgerows and watercourse 

Pressures on the environment are even threatening the hedgehog – one of Britain’s most beloved creatures.

https://unsplash.com/photos/a-hedgehog-in-the-grass-7ldmgg1nm8E
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wildlife margins, and installing ‘beetle-
banks’ – attracting back bats, barn owls, 
otters, and those on the International 
Union for Conservation of Nature and 
Natural Resources (IUCN) Red List of 
Threatened Species, such as the grey 
partridge.10 Productive farming can co-exist 
with wildlife, but achieving that balance 
becomes ever more challenging as our 
population grows, farmland is taken for 
development, and what remains is required 
to yield more food. 

More than 700,000 hectares of farmland 
were lost to development (housing and 
industrial) in the 50 years following 
the second world war, an area of land 
amounting to all of Greater London, 
Berkshire, Herefordshire and Oxfordshire 
combined.11 Today our countryside and 
farmland, even the ‘scrubby’ corners 
and marginal areas that have escaped 
development to date, are under renewed 
threat. The Labour Government plans to 
deliver on its manifesto promise to build 
1.5 million homes in its first five years 
(300,000 a year), doubling that if it wins 
a second term. That would be 3 million 
additional houses in one of the most 
densely populated countries in Europe – 
with 438 people per square kilometre 

in England, 279 for the UK overall.12 
Only the Netherlands and Malta have 
higher densities.13 

Risks to the green belt
The government has conjured up ‘five 
golden rules’ it claims will need to be met 
before allowing the development of sites 
in the green belt. These add little to the 
previous government’s requirement that 
developers should prioritise brownfield 
sites first.

Campaigners are already seeking to 
rebrand what is and isn’t ‘proper’ green 
belt, coining a new variant of ‘grey belt’ 
land that its friends in the Home Builders 
Federation can use to diminish and carve 
off areas they consider as of ‘poor quality’, 
‘scrubby’ and ‘ugly’. To whom? Wildlife 
seems to like those scrubby remnants; far 
from being ‘wasteland’ devoid of wildlife, 
scrub offers a vital habitat for at least 10% 
of the UK’s listed Biodiversity Action Plan 
priority species.14

Such blurring of definitions and boundaries 
is a deliberate strategy to undercut 
landscape and wildlife protections in 
a policy that prioritises short-term 

According to the Department of Plant Science at Cambridge University, about 75% of our food crops depend on pollination. Declining numbers 
of pollinators will affect our food production.

https://commons.wikimedia.org/
wiki/File:Honeybee_landing_on_
milkthistle.jpg
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economic outputs above long-term 
environmental ‘goods’. Even if the majority 
of those houses are built on previously 
developed brownfield land, planning 
experts have calculated that an area of 
greenfield sites double the size of Milton 
Keynes will be needed to meet the 
housebuilding targets. Emboldened, those 
same ‘experts’ argue that ‘confident bites’ 
should be taken out of green belt land15 – 
dismissing the founding principle and 
purpose of that planning designation being 
to prevent urban sprawl and the creeping 
loss of distinction between countryside 
and urban areas.

Some conservationists appear to 
accept that nothing can be done to 
reduce forecast demand and, instead 
of standing up unequivocally for nature, 
wildlife and green spaces, are making 
somewhat desperate pleas to tweak the 
development – with even the chair of 
Natural England naively claiming that, 
“development could unlock the vital 
funding needed to turbo-charge recovery 
in these areas.”16 The president of the 
once unambiguously pro-countryside 
CPRE, the Countryside Charity (formerly 
known as the Council for the Preservation 
of Rural England) has joined the 
housebuilders’ choir:

“We need more homes. We need homes 
for rural communities to thrive and for the 
countryside to thrive. The countryside isn’t 
this place for nostalgia. It’s not set in aspic, 
not just for pretty calendars.”17

Rural areas indeed need to be 
economically viable and able to sustain 
vibrant communities. But we simply 
cannot afford to compromise our already 
dwindling wildlife and its remnant 
habitat – we must have the honesty and 
courage to acknowledge, like Professor 

Maclean, that human population growth 
here and abroad is a direct factor in 
nature’s demise. This is also acknowledged 
by such luminaries as Sir David 
Attenborough, Gordon Buchanan, Dame 
Jane Goodall and Iolo William, yet not by 
the conservation groups that are only too 
keen to feature those wildlife champions 
in their marketing materials.

A call for action
Here in the UK, designations protecting 
our green spaces and wildlife should be 
fiercely defended and strengthened, not 
weakened. We need more ‘wild belt’ land 
encircling and cutting through urban 
areas, allowing wildlife to recolonise 
and reconnect, for our own wellbeing 
as well as the ecosystem services that 
nature provides – and wild belt that even 
includes areas that should be ‘no go’ 
for human trespass. The headlong rush 
by some ‘green groups’ for everyone to 
‘spend time in nature’, may have been 
well-intentioned, but has inevitably placed 
additional stresses on natural areas and 
their wildlife.18,19

As I write, many of those non-
governmental organisations will 
be attending the 16th meeting of the 
Conference of the Parties (COP16) to 
the Convention on Biological Diversity 
(CBD) in Cali, Colombia. The UK has 
been ‘exemplary’ in signing up to these 
international agreements over the years, 
boasting of its record as being the first 
country to draft a national Biodiversity 
Action Plan, following the original Earth 
Summit (United Nations Conference on 
Environment and Development) in 1992, 
and then reaffirm that commitment via 
a revised Strategic Plan for Biodiversity 
2011–2020, and the 20 Biodiversity Targets 
agreed at Aichi, Japan in 2010. No matter 
that not one of those targets was met. 
A new set were drafted at COP15 in 
Montreal in 2022 – the best-known target 
being to protect and manage 30% of land 
and sea for nature by 2030 (known as 
‘30 by 30’).

Easy to sign up to, harder to achieve: 
currently, only around 3% of land in the UK 
is protected or managed for wildlife, while 

We simply cannot afford 
to compromise our already 
dwindling wildlife and its 
remnant habitat.
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(at a generous pinch) it could be claimed 
that 8% of our marine areas are protected. 
As Chris Packham noted in the foreword 
to Norman Maclean’s A less green and 
pleasant land: Our threatened wildlife, 
the UK conservation business is failing 
in its purpose:

“If conservation in these islands were 
a single company business, all the effort, 
endeavour, all the strategies, money, and 
employees were under one roof, and that 
company had shares to purchase on the 
stock exchange, would you invest in them? 
Based on the results? I wouldn’t. Not 
because I think that the company isn’t 
sincere or isn’t trying hard enough, simply 
because its results are not only poor – they 
are disastrous. Let’s be frank, in all of our 
major animal and plant groups, the 
declines are catastrophic. Even some of our 
most cherished species, the cuckoo, the 
nightingale, most butterflies and moths, 
the salmon, our orchids and sadly so many 
more are cascading to extinction. In our 
business, in most departments, targets are 
not being met, and in many we’re 
going bust.”

The international dimension

This report is focused on population 
growth and its impacts here in the UK, but 
global population growth is also relevant 
to any consideration of our UK biodiversity, 
wildlife and countryside. Millions of the 
birds frequenting our gardens, countryside, 
and coastal wetlands migrate annually 
to the UK to feed and breed in the spring, 
with as many heading off south to warmer 
climes in our winter. The 2 billion songbirds, 
and other species migrating to and from 
Europe and Africa, are just half the number 
estimated in the 1950s. Human population 
pressure and encroachment is certainly 

a factor in that decline. For instance, 
Africa’s total population was just over 
250 million people in 1950; today it is over 
1.4 billion, projected to increase by another 
billion by 2050, and to exceed 4 billion by 
the end of the century. This high rate of 
population growth will inevitably entail 
the continuing conversion of wildlands to 
agriculture, housing and development.

Our streams and rivers
No article on the UK’s biodiversity can 
avoid referring to the state of our rivers, 
lakes and seas – and their pollution by our 
human waste. Every day in the UK, over 
10 billion litres of wastewater and sewage 
are released into the sewer system from 
our baths, showers, washing machines, 
and flushed down the UK’s guesstimated 
45 million domestic toilets.20 This waste 
ends up in a sewage system that clearly 
isn’t up to the job, given that raw sewage 
is routinely discharged into our rivers, 
streams, lakes, and coastal seas by the 
UK’s 11 privately owned water companies. 
The most recent (2022) survey by the 
Environment Agency for England (Wales 
and Scotland are little better) shows that, 
on average, every day there were 825 
discharges of raw, untreated sewage – 
made up of human faeces, sanitary 
products, wet wipes, and much else 
besides. As Professor Jamie Woodward, 
Professor of Physical Geography at the 
University of Manchester noted: “Each 
discharge is a toxic cocktail of many 
pollutants, including microplastics 
and pathogens.”21

Who is to blame for this? For sure, the 
water companies, whose private owners 
have been more interested in extracting 
profits and returning dividends to their 
shareholders during the three decades 
following privatisation than in upgrading 
the system.22 Hardly surprising, given 
that more than 70% of those owners and 
shareholders are based outside the UK, 
who care nothing for the impacts of cost-
saving and dividend-maximising business 
decisions upon the rivers, streams, lakes, 
and seas that they will never dip a toe in.23

But all of us discharging our individual 
waste into the system hold some 

We must force policymakers 
and developers to be innovative 
in how they accommodate our 
current population and its needs.
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responsibility too, having for decades 
flushed the loo without thinking where it 
all ends up and its impacts downstream. 
A significant percentage of the active 
pharmaceutical ingredients of the drugs 
(legal and illegal) and medications we 
take simply pass through our bodies 
and find their way into our rivers and 
streams. Consequently, our wildlife is being 
‘medicated’ on a wholesale basis: anti-
inflammatory drugs have been isolated 
from the fur of otters tested across six 
English counties.24

It is pollution from both treated and 
untreated human sewage that is the 
greatest threat to aquatic biodiversity, 
causing more damage than all the 
pesticide, fertiliser, and livestock manure 
runoff from farms.25,26 It is already a failing 
sewage system to which this government 
is anticipating connecting at least 2 million 
more toilets over the next five to 10 years 
in all the new houses. And there will be 
another 6 or 7 million people adding to 
that burden over the next 25 years, with no 
planning whatsoever as to where all their 
waste will go.

Conclusion
Delivering on Biodiversity Action Plans – 
and standing firm on the protection of 
nationally important natural habitats, 
greenfield and green belt land – is 
absolutely essential to stop the continuing 
decline of our wildlife. Also, we must 
force policymakers and developers to be 
innovative in how they accommodate our 
current population and its needs, without 
recourse to the easy, ‘cheap’ option 
of taking bites out of the green belt.

Rejecting that option also forces 
policymakers to acknowledge the elephant 
standing in plain sight – our human 
numbers here in the UK and globally. As 
Professor Maclean stated at the top of this 
article, population remains the key driver 
of wildlife loss. But it is a driver that could 
still be managed and modified through 
a combination of progressive policies, 
many of which are covered elsewhere 
in this report – including, preeminently, 

a long-term sustainable population and 
migration policy for the UK.

Debates about the inevitable trade-offs 
resulting from rapid demographic change 
tend to be dominated by the loud voices 
of those concerned with shorter-term 
economic impacts. But polling shows 
a general level of concern about what 
the future holds for the environment of 
this country – in particular, worries about 
the climate crisis among the younger 
generation. As Caitlin Moran wrote 
in The Times:

“For, really, what victory has been gained 
if our country is one of the wealthiest in 
the world but our rivers are too sewage-
riddled to swim in, our dawns stripped of 
the dawn chorus, and our children can 
reach university age without having heard 
a spring cuckoo, seen a swallow in flight or 
a hedgehog trundle across the lawn?”

This essay reflects the views of the ‘still 
small voices’ of those who, while they may 
well certainly have short-term concerns, 
are even more concerned when they reflect 
on the sort of country we may be leaving 
to future generations. It is therefore critical 
that we find some way to analyse, discuss 
and seek to agree ways forward that can 
take into account and weigh these many 
conflicting factors.
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The longer-term fiscal outlook for the 
UK is deeply problematic. For several 
years, analysis by the Office for Budget 
Responsibility (OBR) has suggested 
that, with current tax and spending 
policies over the longer term, spending 
will probably run ahead of tax revenues 
to an extent that means the stock of 

debt will ultimately rise at an ever faster 
rate, which will become unsustainable. 
Figure 1 is from the OBR’s latest Fiscal Risk 
and Sustainability (2024) assessment of 
a plausible trajectory for the stock of UK 
Government debt over the next 50 years 
on broadly unchanged policies on tax 
and public spending. (The figure shows 
assessments made in 2022 and 2024). 
Those trajectories for government debt 
will, at some point, become explosive and 
therefore unsustainable. Were there to 
be a feedback from rising debt to higher 
interest rates demanded on that debt, the 
path could well become infeasible some 
time before 2074; so the path illustrated is 
less a forecast – for it could probably not 
be sustained over a 50-year horizon – but 
more an illustration of the scale of fiscal 
adjustment that is required.

B. Population Ponzi scheme – 
Migration, public services 
and the fiscal outlook
Professor David Miles CBE
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Figure 1: The path of the UK Government debt to GDP ratio

Source: OBR.

The UK is not alone in facing formidable 
longer-term fiscal challenges. Most 
developed countries – the majority of 
European countries and certainly including 
the USA – face similar challenges. And that 
is because there are two common factors 
that account for the problems ahead. First, 
current government debt relative to 
national incomes (gross domestic product 
(GDP)) has risen greatly over the past 15 or 
so years since the global financial crisis of 
2008. This means that the starting point 
for assessment of fiscal sustainability is 
very much more unfavourable than for 
most of the past 75 years. Second, and the 
focus of this report, is that demographic 
trends are bringing an ongoing ageing of 
the population – that is, a rise in the 
proportion of those who have in the past 
tended to be of an age where they are not 
working relative to the population who are 
most likely to be working. Should current 
work and retirement patterns persist, and 
at current levels of generosity of state 
pensions and of health spending and 
income taxes, that will mean government 
spending faces upward pressures and tax 
revenues face downward pressures.

Figure 2 illustrates how this may play out 
in the UK. Between 2024 and 2074, the 
old-age dependency ratio (OADR) (defined 
in a somewhat arbitrary way as the ratio 
of those aged above 64 to those aged 
between 16 and 64) is set to rise by one 
half, from around 31% to around 47%. And 

the pace of this rise has been revised up 
consistently, (even over the recent past) as 
the OBR estimates from 2022 relative to 
those of 2024 illustrate.

This ageing of the population reflects 
the combination of sustained rises in life 
expectancy over many decades and (more 
recently) a prolonged and very dramatic fall 
in the birthrate among the UK population. 
But the substantial fall in the birthrate 
is not being accompanied by a falling 
population – nor even a flat one. That is 
because of the scale of net migration to the 
UK. This attenuates the pace of ageing. It 
leads some to conclude that, for the UK – 
and for Europe as a whole – much higher 
levels of net migration are needed to offset 
the dampening effect on growth of total 
GDP from lower population rises due to the 
birthrate from women currently resident 
in the UK.

The scale of ageing of the UK population 
shown in Figure 2 already factors in 
substantial and persistently very high (by 
historical standards) levels of net inward 
migration. The Office for National Statistics 
(ONS) had a central projection of net 
immigration in 2024 of 315,000 into the UK 
each year over most of the next 50 years – 
and higher levels in the very near term. 
This ONS assumption on net immigration 
is higher than its previous forecast. 
It generates a likely path for the UK 
population that rises steadily and at a pace 
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The current estimate is that 
the UK population will rise 
from a level in 2024 of around 
69 million to around 82 million 
by 2074.
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faster than projections made just a few 
years ago. Figure 4 shows the central paths 
in various vintages of the OBR Fiscal Risk 
and Sustainability (FRS) reports. The 2024 
line is well above the 2022 line, reflecting 

how the ONS assumptions on ongoing 
immigration have risen substantially. The 
current estimate is that the UK population 
will rise from a level in 2024 of around 69 
million to around 82 million by 2074.

Figure 2: UK demographic structure

Note: 2024 and 2074 from the FRS 2024 population projection. Annual growth rate is for the share 
of the population. 
Source: OBR.

Figure 3: Central paths of OBR forecast of dependency ratios

Source: ONS, OBR.

The so-called total fertility rate (TFR) in 
the UK – the average number of children 
born to a woman over her life – is now well 
below 2. Were it to continue at its current 
level of just under 1.6, it would mean that, 
in the absence of net inward migration, the 

UK population would fall. Figure 4 shows 
that, with zero net migration, rather than 
rise to more than 80 million by 2074, 
the UK population would likely fall by 
a substantial amount to a level of under 
60 million.
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Figure 4: Population projections

Source: ONS, OBR.

To summarise: ageing of the population – 
given current work and retirement patterns 
and likely levels of state pensions and 
health spending – brings considerable 
fiscal pressures, which, on current 
trajectories, require either substantial fiscal 
tightening, or else lead to unsustainable 
public finances. Immigration – which 
primarily involves those of working age 
who are many years away from 
retirement – both delays the impact of the 
ageing of the population and is (at the 
current UK TFR rates) the driver of 
population growth, which generates 
a substantial rise in the UK population over 
a 50-year horizon. Some conclude from 
this that a faster rise in the population – 
either from a rise in the TFR or from higher 
net immigration than implied by the 
population projections shown in Figure 4 – 
will be beneficial in alleviating acute 
underlying fiscal pressures. 

Would more people solve 
the problem?
But, even setting aside the fact that 
it is GDP per capita that matters for 
average standards of living – and growth 
in population does not obviously boost 
it – there are serious problems with the 
idea that faster population growth can 
consistently alleviate fiscal problems. New 
people – either children born here or older 
people arriving as migrants – consume 
public services and do so to a greater 
extent at older ages when their likely 

contribution to taxes to fund spending on 
public services falls away. So, even if there 
is a gain in the fiscal position for a while, it 
fades. And to hold demographic structure 
steady, and halt the decline in the ratio of 
those above (an arbitrary) line between the 
elderly and the working age populations, 
requires ever rising population.

I first illustrate this final point before 
considering in more detail the lifecycle 
pattern of taxes paid and public services 
used, so as to assess whether more rapid 
increases in population can help solve 
problems of fiscal unsustainability.

How many more people might 
be needed?
What scale of population increase could 
prevent the OADR from rising in the UK 
over the next several decades? I consider 
how this could happen in what many think 
is the most fiscally advantageous way – by 
a rise in annual net immigration of those 
of working age who are in their early 20s 
so do not draw upon the state education 
sector, and remain of working age for most 
of the next 40 years.

I illustrate with a simple calculation by 
assuming that additional net migrants to 
the UK (over and above the 315,000 a year 
assumed by the ONS that underpin the 
population projections described above) 
are aged 24 on arrival. So, for 40 years they 
remain in the under-65 age group, where 
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There are serious problems with 
the idea that faster population 
growth can consistently 
alleviate fiscal problems.
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I arbitrarily draw the line in the calculation 
of an OADR. I calculate how many of such 
new arrivals would keep the dependency 
ratio at its 2024 level. Figure 5 illustrates 
the results of that calculation. This shows 
that around 20 million extra young people 

would need to arrive in the UK over the 
next 40 years to stabilise the dependency 
ratio at its current level. That would imply 
a UK population of around 100 million 
by 2064.

Figure 5: Extra net immigration to stabilise the old-age dependency ratio

Source: Author’s calculations based on ONS population projections.

Would there be fiscal benefits?

Setting aside the issues of housing 
pressures, congestion, and the extra 
challenge of achieving emissions targets 
that such a rise in population might bring, 
there would still remain questions over 
whether such a rise in population would 
bring substantial and enduring (narrowly 
defined) fiscal benefits.

Such fiscal benefits as might exist depend 
very much on the lifecycle pattern of 
demands upon public services and tax 
revenues paid by UK residents. Not 
surprisingly, that pattern is very uneven 
across ages. Figure 6 illustrates this using 
OBR estimates of typical use of public 
services, and taxes paid, by age in the UK. 
Taxes paid, net of age-related spending 
on public services, are typically negative 
for people until around an age of 20. They 
then usually become positive for ages 
between the early 20s and early 60s. Below 
age 20, and especially above the mid-60s, 
the typical UK resident pays substantially 
less in tax than the consumption of 
public services.

Of course, these are averages across 
widely diverse experiences of people of the 
same age. Those who work longer, earn 
more and draw less upon health services, 
the welfare system and social care, and will 
generate a much more favourable fiscal 
balance than the (less fortunate) who earn 
less, have worse health and draw much 
more on welfare support.
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Figure 6: Tax and public spending by age

Source: OBR.

Level of earnings 
is a critical factor

Just focusing on differences in average 
wages reveals something important about 
whether faster population growth can 
bring substantial overall fiscal benefits. 
Figure 7 is a calculation of the plausible 
cumulative net fiscal impact of migrants 
who arrive in their mid-20s (as is the 
average) and who stay in the UK. Three 
trajectories are shown: for those with well 
above average UK earnings; for those with 
an average lifetime pattern of earnings; 
and for those with well below average 
UK earnings.

The calculations assume that migrants do 
not draw upon public education resources, 
and do not get to claim welfare benefits 
until they have been in the UK for five 
years (after which they become eligible). 

High-wage migrants are assumed to earn 
twice the average UK wage throughout 
a typical working life. They would generate 
a substantial cumulative fiscal surplus 
by age 80 of around £1 million. Migrants 
earning average UK wages generate 
a surplus by that age of about half as 
much, and which falls to close to zero by 
the late 80s. Both these trajectories are 
more favourable than for a typical person 
born in the UK whose costs of education 
and of healthcare typically exceed tax paid 
until they reach their early 20s, and whose 
cumulative net fiscal balance does not 
become positive until around age 40.

Migrants who earn only half average 
wages generate fiscal costs at all ages. 
These reach a deficit of around £500,000 
by age 80 and around £1 million should 
they live to age 90.
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Migrants who earn only half 
average wages generate fiscal 
costs at all ages. These reach 
a deficit of around £500,000 by 
age 80 and around £1 million 
should they live to age 90.
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Figure 7: Cumulative fiscal impact of representative migrants

Note: Cumulative fiscal impact includes the cost of a Skilled Worker Visa, NHS surcharge, indefinite leave 
to remain and immigration skills charges for employers. Figures for migrants include the fiscal spending 
required to keep public capital stock per person constant. 
Source: OBR.

So, in a narrow fiscal sense, it matters 
a great deal what the level of earnings 
are for those who arrive and stay in the 
UK. Exactly the same is true of those who 
are born in the UK. The fiscal benefits 
of raising the incomes of those who are 
born in the UK and who might be on 
a trajectory of consistently below average 
wages are as great as the benefits of 
having more people come and stay in the 
UK with average or, especially, well above 
average earnings.

But the consequences of raising incomes 
for workers who are already in the UK and 
would otherwise earn a below-average 
wage, are different from having higher 
net immigration of those who would earn 
above-average incomes – the second route 
to higher average UK incomes obviously 
entails a higher population. The pressures 
from a UK population rise by many millions 
over the next several decades – if that is to 
be the way to offset fiscal pressures from 
ageing – are likely to be substantial.

Of course, raising the incomes of those 
already in the UK on very low wages 
has fiscal benefits that can offset strain 
from an ageing population, and this 
has different effects from encouraging 

an ever-rising population. But, this says 
nothing about how it might be achieved – 
so, how to do it?

Inactivity, health and life 
outcomes
One route to that would be to improve 
outcomes for the very large number of UK 
people who are now in receipt of health-
related benefits, many of whom are judged 
to be so unwell as to be incapable of work. 
The number of such people has risen 
greatly in recent years (Figure 8). Close 
to 3 million people of what is considered 
prime working age are in receipt of 
sickness benefits – far more than those 
who are unemployed. A great deal of the 
recent substantial rise in inactivity rates 
in the UK (that is, people neither in, nor 
looking for, work) is due to illness. To what 
extent that is a reflection of a deterioration 
in health of the prime working age 
population, and how much is contributed 
by the ways in which the welfare system 
works, is unclear. What is clear is that the 
level of benefits received by those judged 
to have health issues inconsistent with 
working is far greater than the levels of 
unemployment benefits.
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Figure 8: Sickness benefits since 1978

Note: Universal credit (UC) is a benefit paid to households rather than individuals. We estimate the 
number of individuals on the forecast UC health caseload based on the relationship between households 
and individuals on the UC health caseload in outturn, which increases the number of individuals counted 
on UC relative to the predecessor ESA system. UC/ESA dual claims are counted as ESA claims and we 
exclude income support (incapacity/sick and disabled) because almost all income support claimants 
also receive one of the other benefits listed above. 
Source: DWP, ONS, OBR.

And the level of conditionality is very 
much lower. Those on unemployment 
benefits need to demonstrate a near 
full-time commitment to job search. 
In contrast, those deemed too unwell 
to seek work are now often effectively 

left on benefits after an initial decision. 
And among those claiming illness benefits, 
it is this group that now has the greatest 
number of applicants, and for whom 
acceptance rates are higher than in 
the past (Figure 9).

Figure 9: Flows onto sickness benefits

Note: Figures include the three months up to and including the month referenced. Onflows only captures 
initial WCA assessments. UC, LCW and LCWRA initial onflows are estimated based on the split of initial 
and repeat assessments in third-party assessment provider data, with a one-month log. DWP intend to 
publish revised initial UC WCA outcomes in a future UC WCA statistical release. 
Source: DWP, OBR.
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The non-economic benefits 
of employment
The fiscal benefits of helping people, 
especially young people who potentially 
have many years of work ahead of them, 
back into employment are substantial. 
A double effect comes into play with taxes 
from earned income rising and welfare 
spending falling. And this is unlikely 
to come at the expense of the welfare 
of those who successfully transition to 
employment. There is a great deal of 
evidence that mental health in particular 
is typically improved by being in work. And 
mental health problems have been a very 
significant factor behind the recent rise in 
illness-related inactivity.

Conclusion

There is little doubt in the direction of 
the fiscal effects of getting people off 
health-related benefits where they might 
otherwise spend long periods out of the 
workforce and often isolated. In contrast, 
the purely fiscal benefits of higher 
immigration to offset unfavourable fiscal 
effects of an ageing population are less 
clear. They depend on how long migrants 
stay in the UK, whether they work, and 
how much they earn.

The higher population route to fiscal 
sustainability by slowing the ageing of 
the population is uncertain. Today’s young 
people are tomorrow’s old people, so 
fiscal benefits fade. And the rise in the 
population needed to completely offset 
ageing in demographic structure is very 
great and gets bigger over time. It could 
not be sustained.



48

Don’t stop thinking about tomorrow
E

xp
er

ts
’ a

n
a

ly
se

s 
o

f 
th

e 
co

n
se

q
ue

n
ce

s 
o

f 
p

o
p

ul
a

ti
o

n 
p

re
ss

ur
e

C. The ties that bind – 
Social cohesion at a time 
of rapid demographic change
Dr Michael Nazir-Ali

Monsignor Dr Michael Nazir-Ali  is 
a distinguished theologian and church 
leader with a career spanning both 
Anglican and Catholic traditions. Ordained 
as an Anglican priest in 1976, he served 
in Pakistan and England, becoming the 
first Bishop of Raiwind in 1984. From 1989 
to 1994, he was General Secretary of the 
Church Mission Society. In 1994, he was 
appointed the 106th Bishop of Rochester, 
serving for 15 years and becoming the first 
Diocesan Bishop in the Church of England 
born outside the UK. In 1999, he entered 
the House of Lords as a Lord Spiritual, 
contributing to national and international 
discussions on ethics, interfaith dialogue, 
and human rights. After resigning in 
2009, he founded the Oxford Centre 
for Training, Research, Advocacy and 
Dialogue (OXTRAD), focusing on supporting 
Christians in challenging contexts. In 2021, 
he was received into the Catholic Church 
and ordained as a priest for the Personal 
Ordinariate of Our Lady of Walsingham. 
In 2022, Pope Francis appointed him Prelate 
of Honour.

The fundamental trade-offs
So much of the recent debate on 
population change, whether from the 
natural increase (the excess of births over 
deaths) or new arrivals, (both legal and 
illegal), has been about numbers. This is 
important, of course, as the numbers of 
those coming in increase – on the one 
hand, they bring skills and benefits to 
the country, but, on the other, they also 
create pressures on our physical and social 

infrastructure. How much more traffic, for 
instance, can our crumbling roads take, 
or how much more overcrowding can 
there be on trains, the Tube or the buses? 
Then there is increasing building on green 
fields to provide for the housing needs of 
a growing population, much of it fuelled 
by population change. While the National 
Health Service (NHS) relies heavily on 
migrants to provide for our health needs, 
it is also under strain because of increased 
numbers calling on its services. Again, 
migrants are willing to do jobs others do 
not wish to do, but then there is rising 
worklessness in the settled population, and 
the resentment that can accompany this.

Such a list could go on, and yet there are 
some who appear to believe that the UK 
can continue holding an open door to 
all comers and that the very concept of 
‘illegality’ in relation to immigration should 
be challenged. No responsible government 
could agree with and provide for such an 
attitude. The government’s first priority 
must be provision for and the wellbeing of 
the population already here – the settled 
population – and its policies generally 
will have to be formed in the light of its 
duty to its citizens and others who live 
here. The challenge and debate should 
be about scale.

It is not just about the economy 
and maths
The debate about population change 
should not, however, be restricted to 
mathematics and economics. There are 
deeper issues at stake here about the 
origins and development of communities 
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and nations. Against the social contract 
theorists, who imagine individuals to be 
prior to society, and who have brought 
about the latter for mutual protection 
and assistance, Edmund Burke, (echoing 
the social teachings of the Bible), held 
that it is society that is prior, and that 
we are intrinsically social beings. Every 
society has its own sense of identity and 
history. Language, memory and customs 
are formed by a common history and 
contribute to a sense of belonging. This can 
be seen, for example, during great local or 
national occasions such as Remembrance 
Day and important anniversaries or 
milestones in the life of the community. 

For Burke, culture and tradition can be 
a surer guide to our views of what is 
right or wrong rather than the exercise 
of ‘pure reason’ alone, as shown in the 
radical Enlightenment’s influence on 
the French Revolution. British social and 
political culture is evolutionary rather 
than revolutionary, and our attitudes 
to fundamental freedoms of thought, 
expression and association, for example, 
have been formed not so much by the 
Enlightenment alone as by a continuous 
spiritual, moral and intellectual tradition 
which goes back to Alfred the Great and 
the Common Law, the Charter of Liberties, 

Magna Carta, the Bill of Rights and the 
successive repeal of the Test Acts in the 
cause of greater toleration of dissenting 
minorities. What has happened here is that 
the cumulative wisdom of the past has 
been used to address contemporary and 
emerging problems.

Learning from others
“No man is an island”, they say, and the 
same can be said of communities and 
nations. In spite of being an island, Britain 
has never been insular in the sense of being 
‘closed in’ on itself. There has always been 
vigorous interaction with the Continent of 
Europe and much further afield. Talented 
and ordinary, good and ‘dodgy’ individuals, 
have gone from here into the wider world 
and we have, similarly, received such into 
this country. Those who have come, have 
often brought their own ideas and values 
with them, which have been tested and 
received or rejected here. Also, there is 
a long history of welcoming individuals, 
families and communities, especially those 
fleeing persecution because of their beliefs, 
the wrath of tyrants or unreasonable 
restrictions on their liberties. Such 
hospitality has been based on the Bible’s 
injunction to not only love our neighbour 
but to also love the stranger.

Gospel choirs, drawn from the Afro-Caribbean communities, have brought a new dimension to church services.
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We should be clear, however, both to 
ourselves and to new arrivals, that they 
are not arriving in a cultural and moral 
vacuum, but rather into communities 
and into a country with a rich tapestry of 
common beliefs, values which arise from 
them, hard-won freedoms, a shared history 
and collective memory. Most of these are 
rooted in the Judaeo-Christian tradition 
and its insistence on personal freedom as 
well as social responsibility. King Alfred 
wanted his emerging Common Law to be 
consistent with the Ten Commandments 
and, as a very senior judge wrote to me, 
our laws continue to be based on these 
and on Jesus’s summary of them in terms 
of loving God and our neighbour with our 
hearts, minds and strength. That is to say, 
with our whole selves. It is not for nothing 
that the Parable of the Good Samaritan 
is the most widely known and we are 
instinctively guided by it in our dealings 
with the sick, the needy and with strangers. 
As Tom Holland in his book Dominion: How 
the Christian revolution remade the world, and 
Larry Siedentop in Inventing the Individual: 
The origins of western liberalism, have shown, 

even the most secularised of values can 
often be traced to the pervasive and 
prevailing influence of this tradition.

There are ‘red lines’
Those arriving here and hoping to settle 
should be required to have an awareness 
of the fundamental features of British 
society – not just when applying for 
citizenship but immediately upon arrival 
and, perhaps, even before they arrive. 
Requirements for coming here to work 
should not be restricted merely to 
knowledge of English and the relevant 
professional qualifications, but also some 
knowledge of the history, beliefs and 
values that have made British society 
what it is. These together not only make 
for the necessary social cohesion but also 
provide a vantage point for the social and 
political critique of government and its 
accompanying bureaucracy. The struggle 
for justice, concern for the poor, the care of 
the sick, the inclusion of the marginalised 
and much else spring from a particular 
spiritual and moral history which cannot 
be, and should not be, ignored. 

We can, of course, criticise outdated 
customs, false values and even bad laws 
but we can only do this while being aware 
of and standing within a cultural  and 
moral tradition, while also contributing 
to it and enriching it from a variety 
of backgrounds.

Nor is knowledge enough. We should also 
be expecting those who wish to come here 
to have some empathy for the way of life 
here, and some desire to identify with the 
nation’s beliefs, values and history. This 
should not be seen to exclude their own 
contribution to a living tradition that is 
developing along with changing times, 
opportunities and challenges.

Rather than dwelling on the nostrums of 
multiculturalism – which some argue have 
spawned social fragmentation, isolated 
communities and mutual incomprehension 
– we should be working towards an 
integration that goes beyond the merely 
mechanical requirements of language and 
skills to one that looks for cohesion based 
on common beliefs about the human 

British citizenship ceremonies emphasise rights but also responsibilities, including a need 
to respect the ‘red lines’ of the host community.

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/

File:Citizenship_Ceremony_at_The_British_

Embassy_in_Washington_D.C_on_13_

February_2024_-_58.jpg
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condition and the day-to-day values 
and behaviours that spring from these. 
In terms of national and local government 
policy, this also means providing for 
the development of housing, schools, 
community facilities and higher education 
which promote social cohesion rather than 
separateness. Physical and social mobility 
in terms of education and employment 
should also help in bringing diverse people 
together as they learn together and 
work together.

Integration not assimilation
It should be made clear that integration 
does not necessarily mean assimilation 
without remainder. A number of 
communities in Britain, of longstanding 
presence and of relatively recent arrival, 
have shown that it is quite possible to be 
fully integrated into the fabric of national 
life and yet retain cultural and religious 
distinctives. The Jewish community is an 
obvious example of such integration, as are 
the Huguenots who arrived here from 
France after the revocation of the Edict of 
Nantes towards the end of the 17th century 
led to persecution in their homeland. More 
recently, different communities of East 
African Asians have settled here and have 
made significant contributions to business, 
politics, education and medicine, while 
retaining their cultural 
and religious heritage.

There is, of course, a shadow side to the 
narratives of those who have integrated 
well. Immigration procedures, which deal 
with both regular and irregular arrivals, 
need to be alert to the possibility of those 
seeking to come here with extremist and 
totalitarian ideologies, quite at variance 
with the traditions and values of this 

country. Everyone seeking entry to the UK 
should be aware, for instance, that customs 
such as child or forced marriage, the 
mistreatment of women, discrimination on 
the basis of caste, race or sex are against 
the law and will be dealt with accordingly.

Everyone is free to have views on national 
and international issues, and to express 
them peacefully both in public and 
privately. This also involves recognition 
of and respect for others to hold and to 
express opinions different from their own. 
Those with religious affiliation should be 
free to observe the personal law of their 
faith but, equally, everyone should be able 
to access the public law of the land to 
safeguard their person, property, livelihood 
and liberty.

Impact on the settled population
There has been so much discussion and 
debate about newer arrivals here that 
some in the settled population feel left 
out, especially those who have become 
economically, socially and educationally 
deprived. There is no sense here of the 
much vaunted ‘white privilege’! If we do not 
address their sense of grievance and their 
needs, it is unlikely that we will be a society 
at ease with itself. The need to stabilise 
and strengthen family life, with parents 
being present and contributing in their own 
particular ways to the nurture and welfare 
of their children, must be a starting point 
in giving children a fair start in life. More 
and more research is showing, for example, 
that fathers relate to their children in 
ways quite different from mothers. Such 
collaboration in difference contributes to 
the all-round development of the child in 
making and sustaining good relationships 
with their own and the opposite sex. Single 
parents do a heroic job in bringing up 
their children, and need all the support 
they can get, but they would be the first 
to acknowledge that it takes a long time 
for the human child to mature, and that 
two are better than one in the bringing 
up of children.

Schools cannot take up all the slack from 
homes with absent parents, but there 
needs to be better provision for children 
and improved discipline, as this has been 

Requirements for coming here 
to work should not be restricted 
merely to knowledge of English 
and the relevant professional 
qualifications.
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shown to affect educational attainment 
in even the most deprived areas. It is 
good that so many are going to university, 
perhaps, for the first time in their families, 
but we need increased recognition that this 
is not the only way to a vocation, a fulfilled 
life and a decent standard of living. Access 
to vocational training, apprenticeships 
and secure employment would certainly 
make for social stability and the easing of 
tensions within and between communities.

Looking ahead
The UK remains an attractive destination 
for people looking for a new and better life, 
and for those escaping actual or perceived 
persecution. The Office for National 
Statistics projection for this country 
for 2035 suggests a further increase 
of 6.6 million – equivalent to building 
2.4 cities the size of Manchester in 10 
years. To suggest that this can be achieved 
without careful analysis of the trade-offs 
is fanciful.

Moreover, while the effects of population 
change may be slow to take effect, they 
are irreversible; anyone who has arrived 
here legally is entitled to the same 
rights and is required to fulfil the same 
responsibilities as all of us.

We need to think about these challenges. 
We need to find a way to debate and 
discuss them in a way which reassures the 
settled population that their concerns have 
been registered, listened to and, where 
appropriate, acted upon.

These issues of a need for ‘social’ as well as 
‘economic’ wellbeing cannot be overlooked 
if we wish to maintain a country that is at 
ease with itself.
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D. Capital overreach –  
The nation as a home, not 
merely a marketplace
Luke Daniel/The Common Good Foundation

Luke Daniel  is a researcher at The Common 
Good Foundation, and a writer for various 
publications on the topics of migration, law, 
and the ‘administrative state’.

Background
For the last couple of decades there has 
been one belief that has bound together 
our political class: that mass immigration 
is an almost unalloyed good with the only 
downside being that the public doesn’t 
much like it – 69% of the public are 
dissatisfied with the way the government 
is dealing with the issue, according 
to latest polling).1 See chapter 6 for 
the latest details.

Every government since 1997 has been 
elected on a manifesto promise to reduce 
immigration, and every government has 
failed to do so. In the year ending June 
2024, the figure amounted to 1.2 million 
coming to Britain.2 The failure to deal with 
this pressing concern is a glaring example 
of the democratic deficit in modern Britain. 
Here, as on the continent, this debate 
above all others is fracturing the political 
landscape; but British elites trail wildly 
behind our European counterparts in 
contending both with the mistakes of the 
past and the policy that will be needed 
to correct course.

Britain is our home. It isn’t best explained 
by its gross domestic product (GDP) or 
place in the global markets, but rather by 
its particular history and culture. Ours is 
a story of mutual cooperation from those 
of disparate backgrounds to promote 

the common flourishing of those who live 
here. While it is true that Britain has seen 
previous waves of immigration – Jewish 
and Huguenot, for example – these were 
in no way comparable to the modern day 
in terms of scale. These previous waves 
also drew from discrete communities closer 
to our shores.

This should be a world in which 
common human flourishing is an end which 
is built, through conscious determination, 
in a particular place between groups of 
people who are not fungible economic 
units but who have their own relationships 
and attachments. This takes time. It 
is the work of generations. Successive 
governments’ policies of mass immigration 
risks undoing that work.

Scepticism about mass immigration is 
frequently decried in partisan terms as 
a policy of the right. But, as with any 
contentious issue, the real question is not 
whether it is left or right, but rather: what is 
the real-life overall outcome? In this case, 
it is big business that benefits from this 
policy (and even then, on only a short-term 
basis), and ordinary people who lose out.

The winners and the losers
Mass immigration has not delivered the 
prosperity promised. Support for the 
policy of mass immigration has often 
been framed in terms of necessity. It is 
the easiest lever to pull for governments 
who have swallowed Treasury orthodoxy 
that it is the simplest way to inflate GDP 
figures and support industry. To grow the 
economy, simply grow the population.
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This orthodoxy has failed on its own 
terms: GDP per capita’s stagnation tracks 
alongside the largest migration figures 
we have ever witnessed in this country. 

Meanwhile, real wages have stagnated 
over the last 15 years, (see Figure 1), and 
purchasing power has dropped.3,4

Figure 1: Average weekly wages, adjusted for inflation

Source: ONS; based on December 2022 prices.

The status quo does a disservice to both 
workers and newly arrived migrants alike, 
putting upward pressure on property prices 
and downward pressure on wages. As such, 
the chief beneficiary of current levels of 
migration are business owners and those 
with sizable investments, particularly in 
property. It is often argued that new migrant 
labourers are needed to find employees for 
jobs that British workers refuse to do.5 But it 
is never considered that these particular jobs 
may be ones that British workers refuse to 
do at the wages offered.

Arguments put forward by the business 
lobby that numerous industries would 
face significant difficulties if not for 
migrant labour, and that the health of 
these industries will be affected, should 
be met with some scepticism. Industries 
that have become fragile as a result of 
the overreliance on the ready supply of 
cheap labour from overseas are likely 
unsustainable in the long run, and their 
costs are borne elsewhere. The Office for 
Budget Responsibility (OBR) estimates 
that low-paid migrants arriving at age 25 
cost taxpayers £187,000 each by the time 
they reach 65.6 A study from the University 
of Amsterdam estimated that the Dutch 
Government has spent roughly EUR 27 

billion per year on immigration between 
2015 and 2019.7

After the December 2023 announcements 
that salary thresholds would be raised, 
the usual complaints from business lobby 
groups came flooding in. The lobby group 
UKHospitality bemoaned that “these 
changes will further shrink the talent 
pool… and only worsen the shortages 
hospitality businesses are facing”.8 The 
general secretary of the University and 
College Union warned that the changes 
would affect the abilities of universities 
to attract ‘talent’ among people “who will 
become pioneers of the future”.9 In the 
latter example, the role of universities as 
a vehicle for training and cultivating talent 
among members of the settled population 
appears to have been conveniently left out 
of the narrative.

Mass immigration has become a form 
of government subsidy for businesses 
at tremendous cost to the taxpayer. 
It serves to prop up those businesses 
that have refused to innovate and invest 
in productivity-increasing technology 
as well as adequate skills training.
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Keeping wages low

Developments in the economy since the 
1990s towards more precarious work, 
especially in lower paid jobs, have shifted 
power into the hands of the employer. This 
has been facilitated by a ready supply 
of migrant labour: employers are able to 
promise newly arrived migrants higher 
pay than they would have received in 
their countries of origin, but often still not 
enough to flourish in Britain.

Jonathan Portes argues that there has 
been little overall effect on the wages of 
low-skilled workers because they have 
broadly tracked the changes in median 
hourly wages for both medium- and 
high-skilled workers between 1997 and 
2017.10 They have of course benefited from 
large increases in the National Minimum 
Wage.11 However, he rightly points out 
that the data are unclear when it comes 
to the broad impact on wages:

“The fact that wages are weak when 
immigration is falling is likely to reflect the 
fact that lower wages make the UK less 
attractive as a destination”.12

Of course, a ready supply of surplus labour 
would result in an overall recalibration 
of wages. That is precisely the point. The 
conditions may have otherwise emerged 
in which wages for low-skilled workers, 
in particular, should increase but instead 
remain stagnant – a carefully designed 
wage equilibrium.

The story changes when we look at certain 
individual sectors. A 2015 study cited by 
Portes demonstrated that a:

“1 percentage point rise in the proportion 
of migrant workers in the low-skilled service 
sector led to a fall in wages for UK-born 
workers in that sector of 0.12%.”13

Nicholas Oulton, however, argues that 
this study underestimates the effect of 
immigration on native wages with this 
study using “data from the boom period”, 
and he estimates that the growth in 
“standard of living (consumption per 
hour worked)” for members of the settled 
workforce in a UK economy with fast 

labour growth “will always be about 3% 
less than in a slow-labour-growth one”.14

A study by the Migration Advisory 
Committee, meanwhile, estimated that 
“an extra 100 non-EU working-age 
migrants are initially associated with 
23 fewer native people employed” between 
1995 and 2010.15 While economists reject 
the ‘lump of labour fallacy’16 – the idea 
that there are a fixed number of jobs in 
the economy – mass migration may have 
a disproportionate impact on those with 
lower skills, keeping wages from rising 
and resulting in a low wage equilibrium.

‘Social dumping’ of the kind that French 
President Macron rallied against when 
the EU introduced the Posted Worker’s 
Directive, allowing French companies to 
import workers from poorer countries and 
pay them at the rate of their home country, 
was exemplified by Britain’s former 
Shortage Occupation List (SOL) which 
allowed businesses to recruit migrants for 
jobs far below the median salaries for their 
respective occupations.17

As of April 2024, the SOL was renamed 
the Immigration Salary List and the 
going rate was increased from the 25th 
to the 50th percentile.18 Health and care 
is nevertheless exempt from this change 
and “occupations on this list still receive 
a 20% discount compared to the general 
salary threshold”.19

Industries are neglecting 
investment in skills training 
and productivity-increasing 
technology
Investment in skills and training for work 
has been much neglected in Britain over 
the last 15 years.

The idea of vocation, of stable, reliable and 
dignified work has fallen out of fashion as 
the economy has recentred itself around 
labour market liberalisation. The growth of 
the gig economy and precarious jobs, which 
require low commitment from employers 
as to wages and conditions, have created 
the demand for a churning workforce in 
which many Britons, understandably, are 
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unwilling to participate. In the boardroom, 
strategising over short-term profitability 
appears to have too often won out over 
long-term planning about training and 
retaining a workforce.

In the UK, 3.4% of the workforce is now 
employed through zero-hour contracts, 
compared with 0.8% in 2000.20 Around 
a fifth of employers report hiring 
employees on zero-hour contracts.21

Figure 2: Shortage occupation hourly salary thresholds and median 
hourly salary in 2023

Source: N O’Brien, New data on low wage migration, Neil O’Brien’s Substack, 2 January 2024.

Figure 3: Zero-hour contracts
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At the state level, we have seen the 
same approach play out in the National 
Health Service (NHS) and with social care. 
A shortage of nurses and doctors does not 
result from changes in the weather, but 
from seriously negligent industrial policy, 
such as the 2017 removal of bursaries 
for the training of nurses.22 There should 
be no shortage in these vital professions 
when it is within the capacity of the state 
to provide or incentivise the provision 
of the necessary vocational training to 
adequately meet demand. Instead, when 
such technical capacity is needed, we are 
often offloading the costs of training to 
poorer countries that desperately need 
their own supply of skilled workers in 
relevant sectors.

In 2023, 142,800 entry visas were issued 
for the Health and Social Care Sector. This 
accounted for 68% of all Skilled Worker 
visas. Data from the first half of 2024 
suggests that, with the introduction of the 
‘genuine vacancy’ test for skilled workers, 
this number has dropped, but that the 
social care route remains the most popular 
at 58%.23

Of sponsored care workers, 99.9% – and 
98% of those issued Health and Care 
Worker (H&CW) visas – were from non-
European Economic Area (EEA) countries.24 
The breakdown is shown in Table 1.

Table 1: Top nationalities using the Health and Care Worker 
visa by occupation

Rank Care workers Senior care 
workers

Nurses Doctors

1 India (26%) India (42%) India (42%) India (20%)

2 Nigeria (24%) Nigeria (15%) Philippines (26%) Nigeria (15%)

3 Zimbabwe (17%) Zimbabwe (15%) Nigeria (13%) Pakistan (13%)

4 Ghana (8%) Ghana (6%) Ghana (4%) Egypt (11%)

5 Bangladesh (7%) Philippines (5%) Zimbabwe (3%) Malaysia (4%)

Source: MAC, Annual report 2023, cap.2 ‘Health and Social Care Revisited’.

Figure 4: Skilled Worker visas

Source: Migration Advisory Committee, Annual report 2023, Home Office.

0

10,000

20,000

30,000

40,000

60,000

50,000

70,000

SW visas (excluding H&CW visas) H&CW visas

Sk
ill

ed
 w

or
ke

r 
vi

sa
s

2021 Q1 2021 Q2 2021 Q3 2021 Q4 2022 Q1 2022 Q2 2022 Q3 2022 Q4 2023 Q1 2023 Q2

Care workers were made 
eligible for the H&CW visa

2023 Q3



58

Don’t stop thinking about tomorrow
E

xp
er

ts
’ a

n
a

ly
se

s 
o

f 
th

e 
co

n
se

q
ue

n
ce

s 
o

f 
p

o
p

ul
a

ti
o

n 
p

re
ss

ur
e

As the Migration Advisory Committee 
report points out, Bangladesh, Pakistan, 
Nigeria, Zimbabwe, and Ghana are on the 
World Health Organisation (WHO) Red 
List25 – countries that have experienced 
threatening levels of ‘brain drain’26 of 
doctors and nurses in recent years. WHO 
recommends that these countries should 
not be actively targeted when recruiting 
healthcare professionals.

The duty of the government to ensure the 
training of health workers in this country is, 
then, a moral concern that extends beyond 
our own borders. It is simply unfair to 
outsource vital training to poor countries in 
order to push down costs in this country.

Labour market factors, including mass 
immigration, and the related lack of 
investment in skills, have been pointed to 
as significant factors impeding productivity 
growth. In one Centre For Macroeconomics 
(CFM) survey of top UK economists, 43% of 
respondents raised labour market factors 
and a further 39% highlighted workers skills 
as the main issue.27 Chryssi Giannitsarou 
(Cambridge University) noted that “in an 
accounting sense, the drop in productivity 
can be largely accounted for with the 
increase in employment rates.”28 Kate 
Barker (British Coal Staff Superannuation) 
explained the “erosion for some young 

people of a skills premium alongside 
the loss in workers’ bargaining power”.29 
Nicholas Oulton further suggested that 
“cuts in unskilled immigration could boost 
productivity as it would induce firms to 
increase capital investments”.30

One stark example of the refusal of 
British industry to innovate is the failure 
to adopt new productivity-enhancing 
robotic technology in favour of reliance 
on low-wage labour. Britain falls behind 
every other major manufacturing nation 
according to the International Federation 
of Robotics, with only 101 industrial robots 
per 10,000 workers.31 This is a third of the 
number in Japan.

Respondents to the CFM survey were 
asked for their policy recommendations 
to boost private sector productivity. The 
responses are shown in Figure 5.

The panel of economists placed an 
overwhelming premium on investment in 
human capital and jobs retraining in finding 
a solution to the decline of productivity 
growth in the UK. A serious look at skills 
and capital investment in productivity-
enhancing technology requires a pivot away 
from an economy that relies on an open tap 
of cheap labour from overseas.

Figure 5: Policy recommendations to boost private sector productivity

Source: CFM survey.
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Exploiting those who come

The demand for cheap labour risks treating 
people as a transferable commodity. 
Workers who come to Britain are human 
beings with relationships and families 
and deep connections to their places of 
origin. Their hopes for higher wages and 
a better life are often taken advantage of 
by employers, and they are exploited by 
the highest earners who overwhelmingly 
benefit from cheap nannies, cleaners, 
and Deliveroo drivers. A fair look at 
immigration has to take into account 
not just the effect on local communities, 
skills investment, and wages, but also the 
exploitation of those who have come here.

Zero-hours contracts and other forms of 
precarious work remove workers’ agency 
over their lives due to the repercussions 
of turning down work, the lack of 
opportunity for training and progression, 
and continual uncertainty about statutory 
rights and employment status.32 Migrants 
are significantly more likely to be hired 
for non-permanent jobs, shift work, and 
zero-hour contracts.33

At the behest of capital, we are importing 
a servant class made up of individuals 

who are treated as dispensable or 
interchangeable units of value. This labour 
flexibility serves businesses but often denies 
new arrivals the chance to establish roots 
and become equal members of our society.

We have also seen chilling abuses in 
the healthcare sector leading to concerns 
about human trafficking and slavery. 
Unseen UK has reported that there 
were more than 700 potential cases 
of modern slavery in the care sector in 
2022.34 In addition, the Migration Advisory 
Committee annual report for 2023 notes 
that bonded labour has become a risk 
of low-wage visa routes to the UK:

“UKVI [UK Visas and Immigration] have 
seen numerous examples of bonded labour 
linked to the adult social care sector. One 
individual had paid £8,000 directly to 
the sponsor for rent upfront and another 
had paid £21,000 to their sponsor for the 
visa. There have been other cases where 
migrants have had to spend large sums of 
money, sometimes in excess of £25,000, to 
‘agents’ who forge documentation so they 
can obtain a H&CW visa.”35

Discussion of mass immigration should not 
become an indictment of the individuals 

Exploitation is believed to be widespread, but only occasionally does it break into national prominence, as with the case of the Chinese 
cockle pickers in Morecambe Bay.
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who take the risk to come over to this 
country to seek an improved life. But it is 
entirely fair to criticise the companies that 
take advantage of these people, and the 
policy that allows this to happen. 

Treating these people as units of value, as 
goods to be traded, rather than as rooted 
members of a community does a disservice 
to the well-meaning and ambitious. They 
are exploited as a means to an end. It is 
a great mistake to treat the free movement 
of goods – a ‘real commodity’ – just like the 
free movement of labour, which should be no 
commodity at all. It deprives workers of their 
dignity and expects them to provide value 
with no expectation of commitment in the 
form of training or reasonable wages in return.

Conclusion
Only by turning off the tap of an unlimited 
supply of cheap labour will we be able to 
redress the betrayal of workers’ dignity 
by capital. And only a pause on the 
numbers migrating here will allow the 
time and space for these new migrants 
to be brought into the fold of our society: 
to be treated equally and fairly as 
human beings with full agency over their 
lives; and to reconcile the sometimes 
divergent interests and values of rapidly 
changing communities. But the pace and 
degree of change imposed by successive 
governments makes that slow, hard 
work impossible.
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Background
The five main functions of government are 
generally understood to be: defending the 
country and its interests via our armed 
forces; maintaining law and order through 
the judiciary and police; providing decent 
public services such as the National Health 
Service (NHS); delivering ‘good education 
for all children’ through the state school 
system; and raising taxes to pay for all 
of the above.

I argue for a sixth: food and water 
security – that is, ensuring sufficient, 
affordable, and resilient supplies of 
food and water (and the resources and 
ecosystems needed to produce it).

Food security does not mean the UK 
should be 100% self-sufficient, producing 
all the food and drink we consume 
here. Indeed, we never could be 100% 
self-sufficient, but our diet, health, and 
enjoyment of food would be the poorer 
without imports. But it is of concern that 
the proportion of UK home-grown food 

has been steadily declining over the past 
30 years.1

Over the same period, the UK’s and the 
world’s populations increased and are 
set to grow further; overseas regions 
and international transport routes have 
become more vulnerable to disruption 
by climate change, by war and regional 
conflicts triggered by drought and extreme 
weather events linked to climate change, 
and many food-exporting countries having 
their own growing populations to feed. In 
addition, the type of food being consumed 
is changing and, as incomes rise, people 
have also become increasingly concerned 
about the impact on climate change goals 
of transporting large amounts of food 
around the globe.

Recent history
Food security has not been entirely off 
the political agenda. When Gordon Brown 
took over from Tony Blair as prime minister 
under the last Labour Government in 2007, 
the first policy review he commissioned 
was to “examine our approach to food 
policy across the board”. Its key conclusion 
was that our national food security is 
entangled with and affected by global 
issues:

“The principal food security challenge 
for the UK is a global one. A world in 
which food is scarce, less affordable, 
is less stable.”2

Brown had experienced the fuel protests 
of 2000, which nearly brought down 
the Blair government, as truckers and 

E. Nine meals from anarchy –  
The food and water challenges for 
the UK from an increasing population
Robin Maynard
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farmers joined forces to blockade oil 
depots and supermarket distribution 
hubs in protest against rising fuel prices. 
Their actions revealed how vulnerable 
the UK supermarkets’ ‘just in time’ shelf-
filling systems were to even short-term 
disruptions and shocks. At the emergency 
Cobra Committee convened to discuss 
the crisis, supermarket bosses warned 
that London and other major cities 
were within three days of running out 
of food. As a result, as was expressed 
in technicolour terms, the UK was just 
‘nine meals from anarchy.’3

The warnings were taken seriously, with 
the Treasury finding the money to cut fuel 
and excise duty, so ending the protests. 
But if that challenge to the nation’s food 
supply was seared into Brown’s memory, 
Department for Environment, Food & Rural 
Affairs (Defra) civil servants were more 
relaxed in their response:

“The UK currently enjoys a high level of 
national food security, which reflects the 
diverse and abundant supply of foodstuffs 
available in our supermarkets. We produce 
much of our food ourselves, and because 
the UK is a developed economy, we are 
able to access the food we need on the 
global market.”4

A perfect storm

That response seems dangerously 
complacent in the face of today’s 
challenges to both our national and global 
food security:

 • UK and global population growth

 • Accelerating climate change, including 
more extreme cycles of floods and 
droughts

 • ‘Black swan’ events such as the 
COVID-19 pandemic

 • Ongoing degradation, loss, and 
annexation of agricultural land here 
in the UK and globally.

These challenges, which already 
amount to a ‘perfect storm’, are being 
supercharged by global geopolitical 
instability, not least the displacement of 
millions of climate refugees worldwide – 
predicted to exceed 1 billion people 
by 2050.5

Modern industry seeks to reduce its capital employed by running on the tightest of schedules. This makes an island nation like the UK particularly 
vulnerable to interruptions in supply

https://commons.
wikimedia.org/wiki/
File:Lorries_stacking_
on_M20_-_geograph.
org.uk_-_5446689.jpg
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Population – mind the food gap
Over the past 30 years, the UK population 
has grown by more than 11 million people, 
from 57.8 million in 1994 to 69.1 million 
today.6 Recent figures from the Office for 
National Statistics (ONS) forecast a further 
increase of 6.6 million by 2035; with 
increases at lower rates thereafter – 
all requiring housing, educating, 
and of course, feeding.7

Globally, our human population is 
projected to increase by more than 2 billion 
from the current 8.1 billion to 9.7 billion by 
2050, and 10.4 billion by the mid-2080s.8 
So, the UK will find itself in an increasingly 
competitive world market. In its 2018 
report, Creating a sustainable food future, 
the World Resources Institute warned of 
a 56% food gap between total calories 
then produced with those which would 
be needed to feed the world’s population 
in 2050: “Expected population growth of 
2.8 billion people between 2010 and 2050 
drives the majority of expected growth 
in food.” The area of farmland needed to 
close the food gap was calculated at being 
593 million hectares – nearly twice the 
area of India.9

Climate change – global 
dependency, global vulnerability
Defra’s civil servants set great store on 
our food imports being spread among 
many different suppliers: “no one country 
provided more than 11% of those imports”. 
With nearly 40% by value imported 
from our near European neighbours, 
that argument might seem reasonable. 
However, considerable quantities come 
from further afield, both as food for direct 
human consumption, with much greater 

amounts indirectly as livestock feed. Much 
of this comes from countries with different 
climates that are – or have been – best 
suited to growing foodstuffs that we 
can’t, but whose weather patterns are 
now changing.

According to the non-profit Energy 
& Climate Intelligence Unit (ECIU), 
around half of our food imports come 
from countries already considered ‘climate 
impact hotspots’ that are in a state of 
‘low climate readiness’. These imported 
food and drink items include many that 
the British public have come to regard as 
staples of their weekly shop, such as tea, 
coffee, bananas, and rice. For example, 
according to the ECIU, of the ‘100 million 
cuppas’ we Brits drink every day, more 
than half of the tea has been grown in 
Kenya.10 With an expected global average 
temperature rise of at least 2 degrees 
Celsius, tea production in Kenya and 
across East Africa is predicted to decrease 
by 40% by 2050.11

As another example, the two main 
countries supplying rice to the UK are 
India and Pakistan, where monsoon rains 
have reduced output. In 2023, India’s 
Prime Minister, Narendra Modi banned the 
export of non-Basmati rice, as climate-
linked heavy rains reduced yields. This 
may become a regular restriction as India’s 
population overtakes China’s to become 
the largest in the world at around 1.4 billion 
people, increasing to more than 1.7 billion 
in the mid-2060s.

Geopolitical instability – 
creating trade ‘choke points’
Since Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, and the 
disruption to grain exports, global feed 
prices have risen by 50%. The war has 
more than halved Ukraine’s productive 
arable area from 15 million hectares in 2021 
to 7 million currently. In the Middle East, 
Yemen’s Houthi rebels have responded to 
Israel’s military operations in Gaza and The 
Lebanon by attacking merchant shipping 
in the Red Sea, halving the number of ships 
passing through the Suez Canal. On the 
other side of the world, lack of rainfall 
linked to climate change, has restricted the 

Around half of our food imports 
come from countries already 
considered ‘climate impact 
hotspots’ that are in a state 
of ‘low climate readiness.
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number of ships able to pass through the 
Panama Canal, impacting another 
5% of maritime trade.

‘Ghost acres’
The UK is blessed with productive, 
rain-fed lowland and upland grassland, 
characterising what many people value 
in our farmed countryside, and producing 
much of the red meat and dairy produce 
we consume. But almost all our livestock 
production relies on some supplementary 
feed, the majority grown in countries 
thousands of miles away. Each year, 
30 million tonnes of animal feed are 
imported at a cost of more than £5.5 
billion (the single highest input cost to 
UK agriculture), requiring 850,000 ‘ghost 
acres’ overseas.12 The majority of soybeans 
are sourced from just one country – Brazil.13 
Soya production has long been linked 
to the clearance of rainforest and high 
biodiversity habitat. Further destruction 
is likely as climate change disrupts 
temperature and rainfall patterns, making 
over 65% of current areas unsuitable 

for soybean cultivation, forcing further 
clearing of natural forests.14

Water – “Entering the jaws 
of death”
The UK’s food growing areas are also 
vulnerable to climate change – 60% of 
our ‘best’ Grade 1 farmland lies close to 
or below sea level, making it vulnerable 
to flooding or the incursion and seepage 
of seawater into the soil. The currently 
highly productive arable areas of East 
Anglia, and rich dairy pastures of the 
Somerset Levels are most vulnerable.15 
Analysing the Intergovernmental Panel 
on Climate Change (IPCC) future global 
average temperature rise scenarios, the 
UK’s Environment Agency concluded that 
the “sea level will continue to rise to 2300 
under all climate change projections”.16

A shortage of water is just as much 
a concern, with climate change and 
population growth combining to stress 
available sources for crop irrigation 
and as drinking water. In 2019, Sir 
James Bevan, Chief Executive for the 
Environment Agency, described the UK’s 
future water situation as “entering the 
jaws of death”, with climate change and 
increased demand leading to shortages 
within 20 years.17 Meanwhile, the Royal 
Geographical Society, has ranked 
southeast England at 161st out of the 
world’s 180 most water stressed regions 
(1 being the least and 180 the most 
stressed) and gave the astonishing fact 
that less water per capita is available in 
the region than in Sudan.18 As a sign of 
what may lie ahead, Southern Water has 
recently announced plans that would 
enable it to ship 45 million litres of water 
every day in tankers from Norway.19

Tech will save us (again)!
Shifting weather patterns and population 
growth globally raise serious doubts 
as to the UK’s long-term reliance on 
food imports, but optimists point to 
technological innovation and societal 
adaptation as available solutions. The 
pressing issues, such Panglossians argue, 
are not lack of supply, but of access to 
affordable, nutritious, healthy food. Those 

Each year, 30 million tonnes 
of animal feed are imported at 
a cost of more than £5.5 billion, 
requiring 850,000 ‘ghost acres’ 
overseas.

In Hertfordshire, the river Beane ran dry due to water extraction (Financial Times).
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are the main takeaways from the National 
Food Strategy review published across 
2020 and 2021: its recommendations 
focused on: addressing junk food; reducing 
diet-related inequality; making the best 
use of our land; and shifting food culture.20 
Population growth is not considered as an 
issue nationally or globally, other than in 
a brief reference to the ‘Green Revolution’ 
of the 1940s–1970s and its initial success 
in heading off world hunger through the 
high-yielding crop varieties developed 
by the agronomist, Norman Borlaug.

No food security without 
land security
Given these accelerating challenges, you 
would expect UK farmland to be protected 
as ‘strategic national infrastructure’. 
Yet, according to a report by CPRE, the 
Countryside Charity (formerly known as 
the Council for the Preservation of Rural 
England) published just two years ago, 
almost 14,500 hectares of the country’s 
best and most versatile agricultural land 
with the capacity to grow over 250,000 
tonnes of vegetables a year, has been 
‘lost to development’ over the past 10 
years. CPRE highlights the inconsistency 
of government policies on nutrition with 
its assessment that 2 million people lost 
one of their recommended five-a-day 
portions of fruit or vegetables along with 
those 14,500 hectares. The developments 
that those productive hectares were lost 
to were mainly housing and renewable 
energy projects: since 2010, 300,000 new 
homes have been built on 8,000 hectares 
of prime farmland, with ‘solar farms’ 
covering another 1,400 hectares.21

The government has committed to building 
a great many more of both. According 
to planning experts, greenfield land 
double the area of Milton Keynes (38,000 
hectares) will be needed to meet the 
government’s pledge to build 1.5 million 
new homes over the next five years.22,23 
A particular focus has been the creation 
of the Oxford–Cambridge ‘corridor’ – 
permanent changes to, and loss of what 
should be seen as strategically critical, 
irreplaceable food growing land, as noted 
by the then Chief Executive of CPRE, 
Crispin Truman:

“For the first time in several generations, 
our food security is at risk – yet we’ve 
seen a 100-fold increase in the loss of 
our best farmland to development, since 
2010. Heating, eating and housing are 
fundamental needs. A healthy environment, 
mitigating and adapting against the 
devastation threatened by the climate 
emergency, is the bedrock that underpins 
them all.” 24

Conclusion
As noted earlier, it was a Labour prime 
minister who last raised concerns over 
the UK’s food security, and a Conservative 
one, Sir Edward Heath, who set up the 
Population Panel in 1971 to assess the 
policy impacts of population growth 
nationally and globally. The Panel’s report, 
published in 1973, recommended that the 
government should prioritise a population 
policy overseen by a dedicated minister. 
The Panel’s conclusions remain pertinent:

“Looking further ahead to the middle of the 
next century, problems of accommodating 
a further 10 or 20 million people are likely 
to be progressively more difficult. Sooner 
or later, Britain must face the fact that 
its population cannot go on increasing 
indefinitely.”25

This country’s population is now 
69.1 million. In 1973 it was 56.2 million – 
and we are seeing increased public 
concern about the consequences for 
many aspects of our national life. It is to 
be hoped that the political parties will be 
brave enough to find a way to address 
these concerns in a strategic, transparent 
and evidence-based way – and one in 
which the vital issues of future food and 
water security receive due consideration.
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F. “Ask not what your country can do 
for you” – The implications for national 
security of demographic change
Professor Michael Clarke

Michael Clarke  is Visiting Professor of 
Defence Studies at King’s College London 
and former Director General of the Royal 
United Services Institute. He is currently 
Defence and Security Analyst at Sky News, 
and his latest book (2024) is Great British 
commanders: Leadership, strategy and luck.

The concept of ‘national security’ 
encompasses two broad areas of policy, 
and demographic change affects both of 
them in ways that are sometimes direct, 
sometimes more subtle, but never less 
than consequential. One side of national 
security concerns the protection of the 
state from external threats – threats to 
its legitimate interests in the international 
world, or even to the sovereign homeland 
itself – those that are generally the 
concern of the armed forces, the security 
and intelligence agencies and the Foreign 
Office. The other side of national security 
encompasses threats to governance, 
internal stability and the social cohesion 
of UK society – the concerns of a broader 
range of governmental departments 
and agencies that may have to deal with 
everything from natural disasters, cyber-
attacks, or organised criminality through 
to terrorism or outright political subversion. 
The spectrum of what must now be 
regarded as legitimate national security 
concerns has never been broader for 
modern states in the networked, globalised 
world. For the sake of clarity, it is useful 
to look at these two facets individually, 
though of course, their concerns 
constantly overlap.

Demographic change and 
external defence

The first duty of government is to protect 
its citizens, and the size and structure of 
the population of any state is an important 
starting point for any judgement on how 
that duty is to be undertaken. In global 
population terms, Britain is one of the 
bigger countries among the ‘second rank’ 
of populations, and is within the top 50 
most densely populated, among some 
250 territories across the world.

According to Office for National Statistics 
(ONS) analysis of the 2021 census, the 
UK’s natural net population is on course 
to increase only marginally, with just over 
half a million annual births over deaths in 
the period to 2036. In that time, the overall 
population is on a trend to increase by 
6.6 million people – almost 10% – creating 
an anticipated population of 75.0 million 
by 2036. Some 6.1 million of the growing 
population will therefore be accounted for 
by net immigration. On these assumptions, 
an ageing native population seems likely 
to be increasingly dependent on net 
immigration levels to provide working-age 
citizens, where these are needed, to drive 
the economy.1 On the basis of ONS long-
term assumptions for fertility, mortality and 
net migration levels, the UK’s population 
can be expected to begin to shrink from 
2058.2 Further, the ONS population 
projections published in January 2024 
forecast a UK population of 77.9 million 
by 2045. United Nations (UN) projections 
suggest continuing growth, predicting that 
the UK population could reach more than 
86 million by 2100, making the UK the most 
populous country in Europe.
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From this population, the government now 
draws historically small numbers into the 
armed forces. In 2024, there were 148,200 
trained and in-training members of the 
UK armed forces – 56% of whom were in 
the Army, the others fairly equally split 
between the Royal Navy and the Royal 
Air Force.3 This is a small force and, in the 
last 25 years, more have left the armed 
forces than have joined, in all but six 
particular years.

Representing the society 
it protects
It is normally assumed that, to be optimally 
effective and motivated, any nation’s 
armed forces should be ‘appropriately 
representative’ of the national population; 
neither neglecting significant elements 
within society, nor over-representing 
particularly disadvantaged or minority 
groups who may seem to be defending the 
more privileged. The current picture in the 
UK is mixed. Currently, some 12% of the 
armed forces are women (compared with 
51% amid the whole population), and just 
over 11% are described by the Ministry of 
Defence as minority ethnic individuals 
(compared with 17% amid the whole 
population) though the proportion of those 
described as ‘minority ethnic’ individuals 
in the Army jumped in 2024 to just 
under 18%.4

Such dynamics between demography and 
the armed forces are, of course, driven 
primarily by political decisions and the 
allocation of resources. But underlying 
these considerations are two deeper 
realities: the population’s numerical 
ability to sustain mobilisation; and the 
population’s social susceptibility to 
participating in military service.

David and Goliath
The first issue is the numerical ability 
of any population to sustain a national 
mobilisation effort should the need arise. 
In both absolute and relative terms, 
the proportion of the UK’s population 
annually reaching ‘military age’ when 
they might be attracted to serve in the 
armed forces – or in dire circumstances, be 
conscripted into them – is small in relation 
to those powers who currently threaten 
UK security interests. The UK is 30th in 
a list of 145 states. for the numbers within 
its population coming into military age, 
with just under 750,000 adults annually.5 
India tops the list with 23.7 million, China 
is second with 19.7 million. Even the 
United States only has 4.4 million. More 
comparably, Germany stands at 842,000, 
France at 753,000. 

Table 1: Numbers reaching 
military age

Country Millions per annum

India 23.7

China 19.7

USA 4.4

Iran 1.4

Russia 1.2

Germany 0.842

France 0.753

UK 0.750

Ukraine 0.470

Sweden 0.105

In peaceful times, such gross numbers 
are barely meaningful since the size and 
capabilities of the Armed Forces are 
determined by entirely political choices. 
But in times of war and instability such 
gross numbers begin to matter. So the 
prospects of a protracted and destructive 
war are inherently easier for Russia to 
contemplate than for Ukraine. Israel’s 
figure is 126,000, suggesting that Israel 
would find long term – still less open-
ended – mobilisation very difficult and 
costly in its current Middle East wars. 
Iran, for example, stands at 1.4 million. 

The UK population could 
reach more than 86 million by 
2100, making the UK the most 
populous country in Europe.
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Sweden and Finland are small countries 
with figures of 105,000 and 56,000 
respectively, but both are prepared to put 
very significant amounts of national wealth 
into their large reserve forces and wartime 
mobilisation.

Mobilisation prospects are therefore 
very context-specific. Like Germany and 
France, the UK is facing global, militarised 
competition from Russia, China and 
Iran. Such adversaries would be justified 
in feeling more confident in their own 
potential for long term mobilisation, 
should they feel the world tipping towards 
long term, warlike hostility between the 
‘western’ powers and the new autocratic 
challengers in many different regions. The 
UK’s Ministry of Defence has long had to 
contemplate the reality that the pool of 
eligible adults from which it could draw its 
standing Armed Forces was falling amid 
an ageing population. In an era where 
‘industrial-age warfare’, involving near-
full mobilisation, has returned to Europe 
in Russia’s Ukrainian invasion, different 
demographic trends between particular 
countries have taken on a new relevance.

Readiness to serve
The second factor is the social susceptibility 
of that population to being drawn into 
military service or supporting it as 
civilians. All the indications are that 
the UK population of military age has 
a decreasing propensity to serve in the 
military and more volatile attitudes in 

general to the profession of military power 
in defence of the state. The Ministry of 
Defence worries that it will be increasingly 
hard to persuade a younger generation 
not merely to serve in the proportions 
it assumed in the past but also to be 
as supportive of the military instrument 
among those who don’t serve.

The ways in which the UK’s demographic 
structure is expected to change in 
the coming decades will all play into 
its recruitment and any potential 
mobilisation challenges.

The ‘Generation Z’ population (born 1997-
2012, ranging from 12–27 years old in 2024) 
offers some pointers. It currently makes 
up less than 26% of the regular armed 
forces and less than 9% of the reserves 
(more than 60% of whom are ex-regulars). 
Yet almost half of those who leave the 
‘other ranks’ military are Gen Z individuals, 
though less than 14% of those who leave 
as officers are Gen Z, since officers 
normally have longer military careers 
and are, on average, older.6 But there 
is no doubt that defence ministers and 
officials are concerned at the apparently 
diminishing attractions, despite strong 
advertising campaigns, of a military role 
for Gen Z.7 In short, relatively fewer Gen 
Z young people want to serve, and those 
who do tend to leave the military earlier 
than was previously the case.

Impact of modern media
Broader attitudes within the Gen 
Z population also show differences with 
previous eras.8 As the King’s College 
London Policy Institute reported, Gen Z’s 
faith in the UK’s armed forces remained 
high, but within a framework in which 
trust in all the country’s institutions was 
declining in relative and absolute terms.9 
Perhaps most evident is the weight Gen 
Z individuals put on ‘lived experience’ 
factors. Modern attitudes to the role of the 
military are affected by the expectation 
of constant connectivity among Gen 
Z individuals, a greater emphasis on 
civil and social values, as opposed to 
straightforward patriotism, and a series 
of particular criticisms, either arising 
from recent operations of British forces, 

Britain’s relative military strength may well be tested in a more uncertain world. (Royal 
Marines on exercise in the Baltic Sea.)

https://www.
defenceimagery.
mod.uk/Home/
Search?Query=45170491.
jpg&Type=Filename

UK MOD © Crown 
copyright 2023



71

Don’t stop thinking about tomorrow
E

xp
erts’ a

n
a

lyses o
f th

e co
n

seq
uen

ces o
f p

o
p

ula
tio

n p
ressure

Britain’s relative military strength may well be tested in a more uncertain world. (Royal 
Marines on exercise in the Baltic Sea.)

https://www.
defenceimagery.
mod.uk/Home/
Search?Query=45170491.
jpg&Type=Filename

UK MOD © Crown 
copyright 2023

or else longer-term questions about 
orientation.10 As one study postulated, 
shifting attitudes to the UK military among 
younger people tend to be influenced by: 
the increased access to information – and 
disinformation – through digital media; 
greater exposure to diverse viewpoints 
through strong media narratives; and 
greater concern for the outcomes of 
operations – particularly in relation to 
casualties and second order political 
consequences.11

Fewer veterans
Another significant driver of this 
greater disconnection with the military 
establishment is the knock-on effect 
of shrinking numbers of armed service 
personnel and the fewer veterans in society 
whose experience may affect the attitudes 
of other individuals. In 2016 there were 
around 2.5 million men and women who 
had served in the armed forces living in the 
UK – around 5% of all household residents 
aged over 16. That figure will have fallen 
to 1.6 million by 2028 – less than 3% of 
all household residents. There is a slight 
uptick trend in the workplace, however, 
since veterans are now younger, having 
left the military earlier than before, and 
an increasing number – over 40% – join 
the workforce, including the 10% to 12% 
of veterans who are female.12

Possible outcomes
Of course, this is so context-specific that, 
as the international picture darkens and 
the UK comes self-evidently under greater 
military pressure from its adversaries, 
thinking may change quite quickly, as 
happened among previous generations, 
such as in the mid-1930s. But to date, the 
younger generation’s attitude to military 
operations is best described as generally 
more sceptical and part of a “broader 
dialogue about national identity and 
responsibility”, as Total Military Insight 
puts it.13

Demographic change and 
internal cohesion

Modern societies are uniquely penetrated 
by external influences in every sphere 
of human activity. It is an inevitable 
characteristic of globalisation, which 
became a recognisable phenomenon in 
the mid-1980s. And though ‘globalisation’ 
is regarded as going through a first 
phase, then a ‘2.0’ phase and now even 
perhaps a ‘2.1’ evolution, the penetrative 
power of global communications both 
within and between societies has reached 
historically unprecedented levels. 
Whatever ‘globalisation’ is thought to 
be, it is nevertheless era-defining and it 
interacts with the demographic structure 
of any society.

What is national cohesion?
‘National cohesion’ is difficult to define 
in the absence of context, but in principle 
it can be affected by a multiplicity of 
different factors. Demographically, the 
greater factionalisation of UK society – 
its self-defining subgroups within 
a multicultural society – pose challenges 
for any national government seeking to 
maintain social cohesion if it also perceives 
itself to be under an international security 
challenge.14 The UK has always been 
a highly pluralistic society, but there is 
little question that, over recent decades, 
‘British pluralism’ has come under strain 
from the emergence of groups self-
identifying based on a range of different 
characteristics – religion, ethnicity, 
nationality within the four nations, 
socioeconomic status, age, gender, sexual 
orientation, even geographical location.15 
From the perspective of defence and 
security, this only matters insofar as 
subgroup identification is capable of 
being manipulated in malignant ways 
by the country’s adversaries to attack 
Britain’s social cohesion. It is hardly a new 
phenomenon. The 20th century saw many 
attempts to sow discord within the UK 
during its major wars and in the long Cold 
War standoff with the Soviet Union.

In the current era of modern media, 
however, members of self-identifying 
groups can be, and are, more intensively 
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targeted by the country’s adversaries, 
based on highly specific and customised 
attempts to undermine mainstream news 
and official information. The burgeoning 
power of social media is able to feed to 
individuals and small groups information 
and disinformation to which they are 
assessed to be particularly receptive and 
which could be designed to attack the 
country’s social fabric.

Social media also makes the body politic 
more vulnerable to importing foreign 
conflicts into domestic affairs. Throughout 
the crises in the former Yugoslavia 
during the 1990s, our European partners 
experienced considerably more domestic 
fallout from those conflicts than did the 
UK, since their demographic make-up 
linked some of their communities directly 
to the fighting. After the 9/11 attacks, 
however, the UK’s demography – and 
significant Hindu and Muslim diasporas in 
the UK – made the country more sensitive 
to events in South Asia, particularly in 
Pakistan and Kashmir. So, too, with events 
across the Middle East – a sensitivity as the 
2024 general election revealed, that has 
only been increased by religious and ethnic 
subgroup identification in light of Israel’s 
ongoing Gaza and Lebanon wars.

As Anne Applebaum points out, the UK’s 
autocratic adversaries do not try so 
much to push an alternative narrative of 
the world to susceptible self-identifying 
subgroups as much as to create a sense 
of cynicism and powerlessness.16 It saps 
the faith of subgroups in the institutional 
fabric of UK society and the actions of its 
democratic government. Modern electoral 
studies have shown the effectiveness of 
customised and manipulative social media 
feeds to influence the voting behaviour of 
particular groups or individuals. The UK’s 
security services are in no doubt that the 
same techniques are at work in relation to 
the country’s policies on European defence 
and security and the war in Ukraine.17 
An international study in December 
2024 revealed that, of the more than 
150 significant hybrid attacks on NATO 
countries inspired by Russia alone since 
its 2022 invasion of Ukraine, over a third 
of them were classed as ‘election and 
information’ campaigns.

Where we are now

The UK is currently subject to ‘sub-
threshold’ warfare by its major adversaries 
and challengers – named in official 
reviews as Russia, Iran, China and North 
Korea. Sub-threshold warfare involves 
challenges up to the threshold of outright 
military conflict, though involving many 
of the elements that might be part of 
an outright military exchange, such as 
sabotage, interference with pipelines 
and cables or satellite communications, 
cyber-attack or interference with supply 
chains. Such sub-threshold pressure is also 
structured around constant attacks on the 
UK’s own social cohesion. Ministers and 
officials in the UK’s security and defence 
establishments openly warn that the UK 
has become subject to a series of ongoing, 
open-ended, sub-threshold attacks that 
go right up to the threshold of outright 
military hostility, though so far have 
not crossed it.18

Conclusion
The UK’s demographic development 
and the way it interprets its own deep and 
erstwhile pluralism can be either a strength 
or a weakness in these circumstances – 
on the one hand, a source of deeper 
resilience; on the other, a series of fault-
lines capable of exploitation by the 
country’s adversaries.

With a fast-growing population driven 
by immigration, challenges to national 
cohesion are bound to arise where 
different cultures and value systems all 
seek to express themselves – sometimes 
through a country’s institutions, sometimes 
by trying to create or preserve their 
own sense of autonomy separate from 
mainstream institutions or political parties.

Governments know only too well that 
this creates a political minefield for them. 
They feel more comfortable addressing the 
peripheral issues surrounding questions 
of national identity or the most egregious 
challenges to social cohesion as and when 
they arise. The national riots following 
the ‘Southport killings’ in August 2024, for 
example, demonstrated a sense of anger – 
completely misplaced, but anger all the 
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same – by sections of the population who 
felt that government would not address 
the central concerns about their version 
of British culture. It’s a discussion that 
successive governments have not wanted 
to have. But as long as they don’t, the 
internal and external security challenges 

of our demographic evolution will be 
addressed largely through strategies 
merely of hope, rather than anything 
more precise, or new approaches based 
on better knowledge and understanding 
of the phenomenon.
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Demographic background
As the childbearing rate falls, the 
population of the UK, along with most 
high-income countries, is projected to 
age across the 21st century.1 According 
to the Office for National Statistics 
(ONS), between 2022 and 2023, the total 
fertility rate (TFR) for England and Wales 
decreased from an average of 1.49 children 
per woman over their lifetime to 1.44, the 
lowest rate on record. Scotland stands 
at 1.3 births per woman, with Northern 
Ireland the highest at 1.7. Social and 
economic policies aimed at increasing 
birthrates, including improved parental 
leave, complimentary childcare, financial 
incentives, and additional employment 
rights, offer only a modest increase 
in fertility rates. Thus, the UK, like the 
majority of high-income countries, is likely 
to continue falling short of replacement-
level fertility. Currently around 19% of the 

UK population is aged over 65. That figure 
is projected to reach some 25% by the 
middle of the century, with 2% aged over 
85 – around 1.5 million, and likely to double 
within the next two decades (see Figure 1).

The shift from predominantly young to 
predominantly older populations raises 
concerns over the ability of nations to 
finance the social security and long-term 
health and social care required to support 
a growing absolute and relative number 
of older dependents. It is the growth in 
the oldest – over 85 years – that will put 
most stress on the financing and provision 
of health and long-term care, occurring 
alongside below replacement childbearing, 
which reduces the numbers of workers 
to provide increased practical support 
and care. It is feared that this will lead to 
considerable macroeconomic challenges, 
as ageing and declining workforces will 
influence not only labour market outcomes 
but also productivity, savings and 
investment behaviours, and interest rates.
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How to address this?
UK government policy has so far 
addressed the challenges of this large 
demographic shift through focusing on 
direct interventions, such as reforming 
pension policies and health and social 
care. However, at the macro level there 
are a range of options that can impact 
the wider population trends:

 • Promote increased childbearing

 • Increase the overall productivity of the 
workforce and, in particular, encourage 
older adults to remain in the labour 
market for longer

 • Increase the number of immigrant 
workers, especially from Europe, who 
are most likely to be circular thus more 
inclined to return to their country of 
origin once their skills are no longer 
needed, or temporary, unlike long-
distance migrants.

Regarding the first of these, the low 
childbearing rate has been driven by the 
education and emancipation of women, 

and it is thus unlikely that policy will return 
childbearing rates to replacement levels, 
either in the UK or elsewhere. In addition, 
low rates of childbearing are desired by 
many women, and have benefits for them, 
their children and families. Couples who 
wish to have children should be supported 
in this through high-quality childcare, 
economic opportunities, and housing and 
employment security. However, evidence 
from across the globe suggests that 
policies that directly aim to encourage 
women to bear more children appear 
to be counterproductive.

This essay will argue that an increase 
in circular or short-distance migration, 
combined with retaining, retraining and 
recruiting older workers, holds the key to 
many of the UK’s challenges. There is now 
a considerable body of literature on the 
importance of retaining the experience 
and knowledge of mature workers which, 
combined with younger workers, can lead 
to the increased overall productivity that 
mixed-age teams and groups brings. Thus, 
the facilitation of young migrants coming 
to the UK for work, combined with the 
retention of older adults in the workplace, 

Figure 1: UK population and demographic forecast

Source: PopulationPyramid.net
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provides a strong combination of talent 
to boost productivity.

What is short-distance 
immigration?
Specifically, unlike long-distance 
immigrants, those migrating over shorter 
distances within our geographical region 
of Europe tend to have more circular or 
temporary patterns. These migrants are 
more inclined to return to their country 
of origin once their skills are no longer 
needed. In addition, currently around 
45% of work visas issued are to family 
dependents, and according to the 
Migration Observatory, people on family 
unification visas are more likely to settle 
long-term in the UK than those on work 
or study visas. 

Thus, European migration has a higher 
tendency to follow employment 
opportunities in certain occupations, 
with a higher level of return or ‘circular 
migration. By contrast, long-distance 
migration is more likely to facilitate 
the need for further migration as new 
occupational demands arise, without the 
return of the original immigrants. This 
partially accounts for the considerable 
increase in overall net migration (the 
difference between ‘in’ and ‘out’ migration) 
since the UK departed the single market.

Before continuing, we need to take 
into account two important concepts: 
dependency ratios; and the generational 
economy.

Dependency ratios
The age structures described above 
may be conceptualised in terms of the 

so-called dependency ratios. These ratios 
describe the relationship of dependents, 
young and old, to workers. They are 
typically described in terms of the old-age 
dependency ratio, the number of persons 
of working age (aged 15 to 64) per person 
aged 65 or over; youth dependency ratio, 
the number of persons of working age 
(aged 15 to 64) per person aged 15 or 
under; and total dependency ratio, the 
number of those aged 15–64 compared 
with those outside this age range. The 
old-age dependency ratio is given as 
the proportion of dependents per 100 
working-age people in the population. 
The UK was reported at 57.85% in 2023, 
however, this has been balanced by a fall 
in youth dependents.

Relatively high immigration rates since 
the late 1990s have brought to the UK 
a migrant population that is younger than 
the overall UK population. Furthermore, 
the UK has experienced greater economic 
activity at older ages, in particular, with 
the growth of economic activity among 
those over age 50. Currently there are 
around 300 of state pension age per 1,000, 
which will rise to some 360 per 1,000 by 
the middle of the century. 

What is the generational 
economy?
The relationship between population 
ageing and economic growth draws on 
the idea of the redistribution of resources 
through the generations, linked to the 
economic lifecycle – often described as the 
‘generational economy’. The generational 
economy comprises four distinct activities: 
producing, consuming, sharing, and saving:

 • During an individual’s prime working 
years, he or she will typically produce 
more than they consume.

 • Consumption takes place across the 
lifecycle, and may be consumption 
of goods or services.

 • Sharing may be publicly via taxation, 
which funds education, healthcare 
and pensions, for example, or privately 
within families and households.

Ageing and declining workforces 
will influence not only labour 
market outcomes but also 
productivity, savings and 
investment behaviours.
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 • Saving allows assets accumulated at 
one stage of the lifecycle to be used at 
a later stage, as in paying off a housing 
loan or creating a retirement pension.

In traditional societies, older people 
continue to produce well into old age. 
However, one of the key issues in modern 
societies in high-income countries is that, 
after retirement, people consume more 
than they produce. This consumption takes 
the form of pensions, health and long-term 
care, and the drawdown of assets.

Developing policy solutions
Alongside specific social security and 
healthcare policies, the retaining, retraining 
and recruiting of older workers, combined 
with attracting younger workers, will 
address many of the UK’s challenges. As 
noted above, there is now a considerable 
body of literature on the importance of 
retaining the experience and knowledge 
of mature workers, which, combined with 
younger workers in mixed-aged teams, can 
lead to increased overall productivity.

How to increase the number of 
over 50s in the workforce
There has been a general increase in the 
percentage of those aged over 50 who 
are now in the workplace in advanced 
economies; more than one-third of this age 
group in the G7 countries report interest in 
working after retirement age. Even given 
the uncertainties following the COVID-19 
pandemic, the employment rate of people 
aged between 50 and 64 in the UK, for 
example, increased from 55.8% in 1984 to 
70.7% in 2022, but this means that 30% of 
over 50s are still unemployed.

1. Improving the health of the whole 
population and especially the over 50s

The rise in the number of older workers 
can be attributed, in part, to improved 
health among individuals now entering 
mid-life and old age. The overall health 
of the population has improved, including 
those transitioning into later life, resulting 
in progressively healthier groups of older 
adults. In addition, education levels 
among older cohorts have also risen. 

These factors together facilitate extended 
working, allowing individuals to maintain 
their fitness for work and acquire the skills 
that employers seek. Future policies need 
to reinforce these trends.2

2. Recognising the potential 
contribution of over 50s to 
increasing productivity

Productivity has been shown to increase 
up to the age of 65, even in work 
environments requiring substantial physical 
strength. Post-COVID data suggests 
that the over-55s now have higher 
productivity than those workers aged 
under 25, though myths and stereotypical 
views remain that older people are 
unproductive. In a recent large-scale 
study of occupations, those under 25 
consistently had lower productivity than 
other groups; organisations with a higher-
than-average number of older workers was 
not associated with lower productivity. In 
contrast, those with a higher-than-average 
proportion of employees aged under 30 
were linked to reduced productivity levels.

3. Focusing on the special skills of over 
50s for a modern economy

In a modern knowledge economy, in 
particular, older adults have many of the 
skills required. Research shows that older 
adults exhibit enhanced verbal capabilities, 
characterised by a broader vocabulary 
and improved communication skills. 
They also experience advancements in 
inductive reasoning, which leads to superior 
problem-solving abilities. Furthermore, their 
visual-spatial skills – the capacity to assess 
movement and position in space – improve 
with age. Additionally, older adults play 
a vital role in mixed-age teams, as they 
possess a heightened ability to disregard 
negativity. This is due to increased calmness 
in the brain’s emotional response area 
during unfavourable situations, resulting in 
a boost in positivity.

4. Increasing access to lifetime 
education

Looking ahead, continuous education, 
training and skill enhancement will be 
crucial across the life course. In fact, the 
absence of ongoing training and the 
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resulting low employability of older workers 
have long been recognised as significant 
obstacles to boosting the employment 
rates of older adults in Organisation for 
Economic Co-operation and Development 
(OECD) nations. Over the past 20 years, 
an increasing number of reports have 
advocated for policies that would allow 
older workers to remain active in the 
workforce. This approach aims not only 
to alleviate pressure on public finances, 
but also to sustain a dynamic economy 
amid the challenges of population ageing, 
particularly by leveraging the extensive 
skills and experiences of older individuals.

5. Application of technology

The UK is currently undergoing a fourth 
industrial revolution. The integration of 
technology into production is reshaping 
work and the workplace, potentially 
prompting older adults to stay in the 
workforce longer or even boost their 
productivity. For example, advancements 
in automation and artificial intelligence 
can make tasks less physically and 
manually taxing. Digital work is allowing 
more flexibility, creating a more 
accommodating environment for older 
workers. Fostering lifelong skills is essential 
for improving the employability and 
productivity of older workers, especially 
through training in digital technology use.

6. Creating a ‘silver demographic 
dividend’
The second demographic dividend refers 
to the increase in productivity driven by 
the accumulation of wealth and human 
capital. It occurs when individuals of all 
ages elevate their demand for wealth to 
support their consumption in their later 
years. The premise suggests that, as the 
working population ages and a larger 
share approaches retirement, there is 
a strong incentive to build up savings. 
Whether these new assets are invested 
domestically or internationally, the 
national income will increase. Moreover, 
the productivity of the economy may also 
improve as older workers choose to remain 
in the workforce longer. Leveraging the 
capabilities of older adults could even 
lead to a third demographic dividend – 
referred to as the ‘silver demographic 
dividend’. Countries that create favourable 
policy environments for innovation and 
entrepreneurship are likely to reap the 
most benefits from this ‘silver economy’.

Increase short-distance 
work-related migration
Despite the public rhetoric, numerous 
studies have highlighted that youth 
migration – whether circular (with the 
intention of returning), temporary (where 
return migration is expected but not 

Research suggests that mixed-age teams can lead to improved productivity.

https://www.
istockphoto.com/
photo/two-positive-
younger-and-elder-
businesswomen-
talking-at-workplace-
gm2166492684-
586590914?searchscope
=image%2Cfilm
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Research suggests that mixed-age teams can lead to improved productivity.

https://www.
istockphoto.com/
photo/two-positive-
younger-and-elder-
businesswomen-
talking-at-workplace-
gm2166492684-
586590914?searchscope
=image%2Cfilm

required), or permanent – is generally 
beneficial to the receiving country. In 
particular, migration within Europe – where 
there is a far higher likelihood of it being 
temporary or circular – can have added 
benefits as the workers follow the need 
for their skills wherever these may be 
demanded, and move on when the need 
for labour in this area has been reduced. 
Thus immigrants can boost output, 
create new opportunities for local firms 
and native workers, supply abilities and 
skills needed for growth, generate new 
ideas, stimulate international trade and 
contribute to long-term fiscal balance, by 
making the age distribution of high-income  
countries more balanced.

1. Immigrants undertake 
supplementary work

Immigrants often take on jobs that 
are different from, and supplementary 
to, those of native workers, rather 
than directly competing with them. 
For instance, immigration meets the 
demand for certain manual and labour-
intensive positions, allowing skilled 
native workers to concentrate on more 
complex roles, which in turn enhances 
their productivity and wages. By shifting 
to more complex jobs, native workers can 
protect their income from competition 
with immigrants while benefiting from 
the job creation that complements the 
labour done by immigrants. This dynamic 
can be particularly advantageous for 
less-educated members of the settled 
population as it can lead to more hiring in 
those sectors. Furthermore, a review of the 
existing research suggests that the effect 
of immigrants on the average wages of 
native workers is minimal.

2. Immigrants create local demand

Immigrants boost local economies in 
several key ways. Their spending and 
investments create demand for goods 
and services, leading to increased 
job opportunities for local workers. 
Furthermore, immigrants often fill 
labour needs in sectors like service and 
healthcare, allowing native-born workers, 
(particularly women), to participate 
more fully in the workforce, increasing 
overall productivity. Businesses respond 

to this influx of people by expanding and 
relocating, generating further investment 
and jobs. Finally, many immigrants are 
entrepreneurs themselves, launching 
businesses and generating even more 
employment for the local community.

3. Young immigrants expand the 
labour force and lower the old-age 
dependency ratio

In ageing societies, the influx of young 
workers alleviates the fiscal pressures on 
pension systems and assists in covering the 
medical expenses of retirees. Importantly, 
native populations typically exhibit 
a negative net fiscal balance during their 
youth and old age, while maintaining 
a positive fiscal balance during their 
working years. Since immigrants often 
arrive in the host country at the beginning 
of their working lives, they tend to generate 
a higher net positive fiscal impact. Host 
countries benefit from the absence of 
educational costs for these immigrants and 
gain from their many years of contributions 
prior to retirement. Indeed, regional 
migration – in the UK’s case, from the 
rest of Europe – is more likely to have the 
highest return, with migrants returning to 
their countries of origin before retirement. 
The impact of long-distance migrants, 
many of whom will bring their families 
with them, is much less pronounced.

Conclusion
In the UK, new cohorts of highly 
educated, skilled and increasingly 
healthy populations are approaching 
traditional retirement ages, and are 
increasingly remaining in economic 
activity – producing, consuming, and 
paying taxes. The need to save more for 
a longer retirement and the changes in 
the age distribution of a population have 
the potential to raise asset income of 
a nation. Increased productivity, increased 
savings and, given the high level of 
wealth currently accumulated by older 
populations, continued consumption, and 
the ageing of populations may not herald 
the scenarios currently being forecast.

Alongside the need to widen the scope 
of social security systems and improve the 
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efficiency of healthcare services, the UK 
must look to enhance the employability and 
skills of older workers, and foster greater 
labour market inclusion for women and 
young people – both native-born youth, and 
migrants. In particular, new policy strategies 
should facilitate and encourage lengthier 
working lives through continuous education, 
skills development, and the establishment 
of suitable work environments for older 
workers. Furthermore, they should promote 
overall wellbeing and support healthy, 
active lifestyles to minimise chronic 
illnesses and healthcare expenses, while 
encouraging active contributions to society 
for as long as possible. Recognising the 
importance of healthy ageing would also 
increase the employability of older adults, 
supported by policies addressing barriers to 
the employment of older workers, such as 
mandatory retirement and lack of flexible 
work arrangements.

Across high-income countries there 
is a growing need to recruit skills to 
compensate for the challenges of ageing 
populations. Since the UK voted to leave the 
EU in 2016, the country has seen a significant 
reduction in immigration from the European 
Economic Area (EEA) and a large increase 
in immigration from non-EEA countries. In 
addition, the EU itself has observed a rise in 
circularity, indicating a notable adaptability 
of labour force migration in response to 
regional labour market changes. Many 
migrant workers, especially low-skilled, 
regard their time abroad as temporary and 
frequently favour multiple short-term stays to 
provide financial support for themselves and 
their families at home. Circular migration 
thus provides an opportunity to strengthen 
the UK’s position in addressing various 
21st-century challenges, including escalating 
geopolitical instability, declining populations, 
and potential future migration crises.
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Professor James Sefton

James Sefton  is Professor of Economics 
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and Winton Capital Management, as 
well as posts at Department of Applied 
Economics (Cambridge University) and 
National Institute for Economic & Social 
Research. He has published widely on 
national accounting and public policy. 
His current research studies the changes 
to the distribution of resources across the 
generations over time, contributing to the 
debate on intergenerational fairness. James 
is UK representative of the National Transfer 
Accounts Project funded by the United 
Nations Population Fund. He was previously 
a member of the Academic Panel of the 
Intergenerational Commission, advisor 
to HM Treasury on their Long-Term Public 
Finance Review, and sat on the Office 
for National Statistics Consumer Price 
Advisory Committee.

“Norway needs more children. I do not 
think I need to explain how this is done.” 
– Erna Solberg, Prime Minister of Norway, 
January 2019

Headlines across the developed world 
warn of the risks posed by falling fertility 
rates. The concern centres on a shrinking 
workforce struggling to support a growing 
elderly population, leading to mounting 
economic and fiscal pressures. More 
nuanced reports recognise the positives 

of these trends, such as greater female 
autonomy and longer lifespans, but 
quickly move on to emphasise the financial 
challenges they bring.

In this short essay, I propose a different 
perspective on these issues. Falling 
fertility, I argue, becomes a problem only 
if younger people, particularly women, 
wish to have more children than they 
currently do. Is there a significant fertility 
gap? Evidence suggests there might be, 
and if so, it warrants concern and targeted 
policy action. However, addressing rising 
dependency ratios should not be the 
primary motivation for encouraging higher 
fertility or higher levels of immigration, 
as these can likely be managed through 
alternative policies – most notably, by 
encouraging older individuals to remain 
economically active for longer.

Completing the demographic 
transition
Most developed economies are 
firmly in the final (fourth) stage of the 
demographic transition, defined by low 
fertility and mortality rates. As shown in 
Figure 1, early developers such as the UK, 
France, Germany, and the USA experienced 
declining fertility in the late 19th and 
early 20th centuries. Later developers, 
including Spain and Japan, followed in 
the 20th century, with developing nations 
like South Korea and Brazil transitioning 
more recently.
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Figure 1: Historical fertility rates from 1800 to today

Source: United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs, World Population Prospects 2024 
for data after 1952; Gapminder prior to 1952; ONS for UK post-1938.

The total fertility rate (TFR) of the 
early developers already fell below the 
replacement rate (roughly 2.1 children 
per woman) in the inter-war years.1 There 
were indeed significant concerns in the UK 
in the 1930s about the low fertility rate. 
A Population (Statistics) Bill, aiming to 
collect more detailed demographic data 
on births and marriages, was only defeated 
in Parliament in 1937 due to fears about 
privacy.2 Despite this setback, mounting 
anxiety over low fertility prompted the 
establishment of a Royal Commission in 1944 
to investigate further. Its terms of reference 
tasked it with examining “why the number 
of births fell short by 20% of the number 
required to replace the next generation”.3

The Commission reported in 1949. More 
than 75 years later, some passages 
resonate so clearly with the discussion 
today, that it is worth quoting them in full:

“There are, however, other unpleasant 
consequences associated with a declining 
population. The present age structure 
and the rise in the expectation of life 
make a rise in the ratio of dependants 
to productive workers inevitable. The 
proportion and number of old people is 
bound to increase, and the social cost of 
their maintenance … has almost certainly 
risen. It is thus desirable that the period 
of working life should be extended.

These changes in the age structure are 
certain to make the economic system less 
flexible. An increase in the proportion of 
older workers will make it considerably 
more difficult for the younger generation to 
gain early promotion, and this, in turn, may 
lead to pressure for an earlier retiring age, 
which would not necessarily be in the 
national interest. The scarcity of labour 
might make it difficult to man industries 
which are commonly considered 
unattractive, and it may be necessary 
to draw on immigrants for that purpose. 
The Commission does not, however, 
consider that a programme of continuous 
large-scale immigration is practicable.”4

0.0

0.5

1.5

2.0

2.5

3.0

3.5

4.0

4.5

5.0

5.5

6.0

6.5

7.0

1.0

1800 1825 1850 1875 1900 1925 1950 1975 2000

Year

Japan
France

WWI WWII

UK
Germany

Spain
US

South Korea
Brazil

Fe
rt

ili
ty

 r
at

e

 



83

Don’t stop thinking about tomorrow
E

xp
erts’ a

n
a

lyses o
f th

e co
n

seq
uen

ces o
f p

o
p

ula
tio

n p
ressure

And it is worth remembering that, in the 
1930s, only about one-third of British 
women over the age of 15 worked outside 
the home, with the majority of these 
employed in domestic service. Further, 
many jobs such as those in the civil service 
or teaching, required women to resign 
when they got married. So, when we later 
discuss possible reasons for the fall in 
fertility, let’s not lose sight of the fact that 
fertility was already low when the labour 
market was very different.

The baby boom of the 1950s and 1960s 
should be seen as an anomaly, not a return 
to ‘business as usual’. It was unexpected: 
the Royal Commission stated in 1949 that 

the post-war rise in births was “unlikely 
to prove a permanent phenomenon”. 
Similarly, the Pension Commission later 
described the baby boom as playing 
“a crucial but transient role” in shaping 
the UK’s old-age dependency ratio.5

What is the fertility gap?
Figure 2 shows the most recent fertility 
rates across Organisation for Economic 
Co-operation and Development (OECD) 
countries alongside their levels in 2000. 
All countries, except Israel, now have 
fertility rates below the replacement level. 
Despite vast differences in economic 
advantages, labour market structures, 
and welfare systems, the majority of these 
countries have fertility rates under 1.7. 
Given these trends, a significant rise in the 
UK’s fertility rate appears unlikely. Even 
the current Office for National Statistics 
(ONS) projection of a TFR reaching 1.6 
by 2045 seems optimistic.6

Figure 2: Fertility rates of OECD countries in 2000 and 2023, and average 
age of mother on birth of first child in 2023 

Note: The columns are the TFR rates with respect to left-hand axis, and the circle markers are the age of 
mother at first child with respect to right-hand axis. 
Source: Fertility rates – United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs, World Population 
Prospects 2024; age of mother – OECD data explorer.

Should we be concerned? The key question 
is whether women – and men – want to 
have more children, but are unable to 
due to various constraints. This concept, 
known as the ‘fertility gap’, reflects the 

difference between the number of children 
women intend to have when young and 
the number they actually have later in life. 
Measuring this gap is challenging.

All OECD countries, except 
Israel, now have fertility rates 
below the replacement level.
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The most comprehensive cross-country 
study on the fertility gap, by Beaujouan 
and Berghammer (2019),7 compared the 
fertility intentions of specific cohorts to 
their achieved fertility by age 45 (roughly 
20–25 years later). Across all countries, 
the mean intended family size ranged 
from 2 to 2.3, children with minimal 
variation. Consequently, the fertility gap 
is largely determined by the difference 

between 2.0–2.3 and the actual fertility 
rate achieved over the 23 years, as shown 
in Figure 2.8

Figure 3 highlights these gaps, which are 
largest in southern Europe, smallest in 
France and the USA, and more moderate 
across other European countries, including 
the UK.

Figure 3: Cross-country fertility gaps and excess childlessness

Note: The fertility gap is a cohort estimate of the difference between the surveyed women’s intended 
family size and achieved fertility. Excess childlessness is the difference between the percentage of 
surveyed woman wishing to remain child-free and the percentage that are childless by age 45. 
Source: Beaujouan and Berghammer (2019).

Berrington and Pattaro (2014), using data 
from the 1958 National Child Development 
Survey, estimated a fertility gap of 0.39 for 
women in the UK.9 Their analysis revealed 
that more educated women were less 
likely to achieve their fertility intentions. 
This negative educational gradient was 
linked to the greater tendency of highly 
educated women to delay childbearing,10 
work full-time in high-earning jobs, and 
remain unmarried. No similar patterns 
were observed among men.

Beaujouan and Berghammer (2019) also 
found a similar negative educational 
gradient in nearly all European countries. 
Other studies highlight the critical role of 
partnership outcomes: women who marry 
are far more likely to achieve or even 
exceed their fertility intentions. Globally, 
85% of children are born to married 
women, but this figure drops to 60% 

across OECD countries (2020) and just 
50% in the UK.

Figure 3 further shows Beaujouan and 
Berghammer’s (2019) cohort estimates 
of excess childlessness – the difference 
between the percentage of women 
childless at age 45 and those who intended 
to remain child-free. While a growing 
number of individuals are choosing to 
be child-free, the proportion remains 
small (less than 10%).11 Among women, 
unintended childlessness is notably higher 
among those with higher education, driven 
by the same factors as discussed earlier. 
For men, the pattern reverses: unintended 
childlessness is more common among 
those with lower levels of education.12

Overall, there is good evidence that 
younger cohorts today would prefer to 
have more children, but many of those 
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who would choose to have children remain 
childless. No single cause dominates; 
rather, it is a combination of factors – 
careers, partnerships, economic costs, 
and broader uncertainties – that together 
shape these outcomes.

Would pro-natal policies work?
Many countries have attempted to boost 
fertility rates through various pro-natal 
policies. Motivations for these policies 
are diverse, ranging from alleviating the 
fiscal pressures of an ageing population 
and addressing workforce shortages 
to preserving cultural identity and 
strengthening military capacity. However, 
the scale of the fertility shift required to 
meaningfully address these issues renders 
this approach impractical. What should be 
the primary concern for any government 
is ensuring the wellbeing of its current 
citizens – its settled population?

Despite significant resources spent on 
pro-natal policies, their impact has been 
largely ineffective. According to the United 
Nations (UN), 28% of countries have 
adopted some form of pro-natalist policy. 
This lack of success is unsurprising, given 
that declining fertility is a near-global 
trend, driven by powerful economic and 
cultural forces unlikely to be reversed by 
relatively modest interventions.13

Countries such as Sweden and Norway, 
which offer the most generous parental 
leave and heavily subsidised childcare, 
still have fertility rates lower than the 
UK. Hungary, a notable case, spends 
nearly 5% of its gross domestic product 
(GDP) on pro-natal policies, including 
lifetime personal income tax exemptions 
for women with four or more children, 
and substantial housing, childcare, and 
financial assistance for smaller families. 
Yet Hungary’s fertility rate remains below 
that of the UK.

In the UK, the high cost of living – 
particularly for childcare and 
housing – is often cited as a deterrent 
to having more children. Labour market 
uncertainty and concerns about climate 
change are also frequently mentioned as 
contributing factors to declining fertility. 

These concerns are real and undeniably 
make life challenging for young families. 
Supporting these families through 
targeted policies could easily be justified 
as addressing genuine societal needs. 
However, it would be overly optimistic 
to assume that such measures would 
also produce a significant and sustained 
increase in fertility rates.

An ageing population – 
the implications
Britain’s rising old-age dependency 
ratio (OADR) is the result of both 
declining fertility rates and increasing 
life expectancy. The Pension Commission 
(2004) estimated that approximately two-
thirds of this rise is due to falling fertility 
and one-third to longer lifespans. While 
greater longevity is to be celebrated, it 
inevitably places additional strain on the 
welfare state, particularly on pensions and 
healthcare expenditures. In response to the 
Pension Commission’s recommendations, 
the Pension Acts of 2007, 2011, and 2014 
raised the state pension age (SPA) to 66 by 
2020, with further increases scheduled to 
67 by 2028 and 68 by 2046.14

Figure 4 illustrates the OADR using 
two measures: the ONS metric, which 
compares the population over SPA to those 
aged 16 to SPA, and the UN definition, 
which effectively assumes that the SPA 
remains at 65.15

Raising the SPA has gone a long way 
to stabilising this dependency ratio, 
reducing it by 8 points from 44% to 36% 
in 2050. This impact far outweighs that of 
a policy introducing 100,000 additional 
migrants per year from 2025, which would 
only reduce the OADR by 1.5 points. 
Further, higher immigration, unless it is 
persistently at this level, only delays the 
transition and requires public expenditure 
on services to meet the expanding demand 
from the increased population.16

However, what ultimately matters for 
fiscal pressures is the proportion of the 
population that is active in the labour 
market relative to those who are inactive. 
In 2019, the ONS/ Office for Budget 
Responsibility (OBR) published projections 
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of the activity dependency ratio (ADR), 
which measures the ratio of the labour 
market inactive population (aged 16 and 
above) to the active population. The 
projections assume that the trend of rising 
labour market participation among older 
age groups (55–70) will continue, albeit at 
a slower rate than in the previous decade. 
Under this assumption, the ADR increases 

far less dramatically than the OADR, 
offering a more optimistic outlook for the 
government’s fiscal sustainability. The 
OBR (2023, section 2.56) estimates that 
an increase in labour participation rates 
of 1.2% (the increase roughly implied by 
these projections) would reduce borrowing 
by £18.7 billion per year from 2028.

Figure 4: The old-age dependency ratio and the activity dependency ratio

Note: The OADR is the lower set of lines. ‘Principal’ is the ONS central estimate of OADR defined as the 
ratio of population over the SPA relative to population aged 16 to the SPA. ‘Low’ and ‘High Migration’ 
are the OADR under alternative scenarios when migration is 100,000 per year lower or higher than their 
principal assumption of 190,000 per year. The UN Definition is the OADR if the SPA had remained at 65. 
The ADR is the higher set of lines. The ADR is the ratio of those economically active over the age of 16 to 
those inactive. Again ‘Principal’ is the central estimate and the ‘Low’ and ‘High Migration’ variants assume 
100,000 less or more migrants per year respectively. 
Source: ONS (2019) and ONS (2024).

Following the COVID-19 pandemic, there 
was a significant increase in the number of 
individuals across all age groups claiming 
incapacity benefits, raising concerns about 
a persistent loss of economic activity. 
However, by the end of 2024, activity 
levels among those aged 65 and older 
had risen well above pre-pandemic levels, 
while participation among those aged 
50–65 had returned to pre-COVID norms. 
In contrast, younger generations have 
yet to fully recover their pre-pandemic 
activity levels. In the long term, however, 
it is the participation of older age groups 
that will play a crucial role in reducing 
dependency ratios.17

The OADR paints an overly pessimistic 
picture of the challenges posed by an 
ageing population. Continued growth 
in labour market participation among 

older generations could significantly 
alleviate the fiscal pressures on the 
welfare state. Supporting this positive 
trend toward longer working lives is a far 
more achievable goal than attempting to 
reverse the entrenched trend of declining 
fertility rates or encouraging higher levels 
of immigration.

Conclusion
The decline in the UK’s TFR is part of 
a worldwide trend that has persisted 
for over a century. In this context, the 
post-1945 baby boom should be seen 
as a temporary stalling of this long-
term historical trend. Implementing 
demographic policies to either reverse 
or offset this trend – such as increasing 
immigration levels – seems unlikely to 
provide a satisfactory long-term solution, 
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not least because today’s young people 
are tomorrow’s elderly. In this way, 
such policies would not only postpone 
addressing the challenge but also amplify 
its eventual impact.

Pro-natal policies – even when carefully 
targeted – seem unlikely to significantly 
reverse the underlying decline in TFR. 
The most pragmatic response to the 
demographic challenges posed by an 
ageing population is to reinforce the 
existing trend of older workers retiring 

later. Greater participation among older 
age groups is likely to have substantial 
benefits – fiscally for the nation as a whole, 
and in terms of improved mental and 
physical wellbeing, as well as increased 
wealth for those involved.

This underscores the need for a strategic, 
holistic approach in which all trade-offs 
spanning various government departments 
can be assessed in a transparent, 
evidence-based manner.
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Notes

1 Sardon (1991) found 11–15 European countries 

(with data) were not replacing their populations in 

the inter-war years; that is, their net replacement 

rate (NRR) was below 1. France had not been 

replacing its population as early as 1890. The NRR 

is the average number of surviving daughters 

per woman, taking into account both prevailing 

fertility and mortality rates.

2 There were fears that such data gathering 

on fertility would infringe on civil liberties.

3 Royal Commission on Population (1944).

4 The Report of the Royal Commission on 

Population (1949).

5 Pension Commission (2004), Appendix E, p 128.

6 The official long-run projection for the TFR 

has fallen steadily every revision since 2014 from 

1.89 to the current 1.59. John Burn-Murdoch, ‘Data 

Points’, Financial Times, 25 October 2024 argues 

that demographers world-wide have consistently 

under-estimated future declines in the TFR.

7 Beaujouan, E. & Berghammer, C. (2019) 

‘The gap between lifetime fertility intentions 

and completed fertility in Europe and the United 

States: A cohort approach’. Population Research 
and Policy Review. 38 507–535

8 There are differences, as this study uses cohort 

fertility rates and measures achieved fertility in 

the 2010s rather those reported in Figure 2, which 

are for 2023.

9 Berrington, A. and Pattaro, S. (2014) 

Educational differences in fertility desires, 

intentions and behaviour: A life course 

perspective. Advances in Life Course 
Research. 21 10–27

10 See Figure 2.

11 Skirbekk (2022, chapter 7).

12 Men in the UK without a degree are less likely 

to marry, participate in the labour market or 

have children than their female peers. The lack 

of discussion of this issue must not be understood 

as a diminution of its importance; simply that 

it deserves its own dedicated discussion.

13 The policies explored typically include 

generous parental leave, child or family 

allowances, tax credits, subsidised childcare, 

flexible working arrangements, and baby 

bonuses. See Skirbekk (2022) chapter 19 for 

more details.

14 Current legislation stipulates that the SPA will 

rise to 68 by 2046, though this is currently under 

review and may change.

15 The UN definition of the dependency ratio is 

those aged over 65 to those aged 20–64. Rather 

than using this definition, the ratio here is relative 

to those aged 16–64 to ensure comparability with 

the ONS figures.

16 OBR (2024, section 4.32) estimates an 

additional £20,000 capital expenditure per 

additional person, though does later qualify 

this figure as an upper estimate.

17 There have been some question of the 

reliability of these numbers due to the low 

response rate in the Labour Force Survey. As John 

Burn-Murdoch says in the Financial Times on 

6 December 2025, ‘What if the UK isn’t actually 

the sick man of Europe’. The illness-related 

inactivity crisis in the UK can be partly explained 

by incentives within the benefit system.
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Trade-offs are inevitable
People with different political and social 
perspectives have very different views on 
the benefits or costs of population growth. 
Some welcome it: for example, in Canada – 
which has much lower population density 
than the UK – the Century Initiative 
advocacy group argues that the country 
should more than double its population 
to 100 million by the end of the century, 
claiming this would boost the country’s 
influence on the ‘world stage’.1

Under certain circumstances, population 
growth can have economic benefits. For 
example, it can help ease the burden of 
paying off existing public debt.2 However, 
population growth also brings costs. In the 
UK, for example, housebuilding does not 
keep pace with population growth, which 
has thus contributed to upward pressure on 
the cost of housing. A growing population 
also requires more investment in 

infrastructure such as roads, schools, and 
hospitals in order to maintain the same 
standard of living. In practice, the UK has 
not always been very good at building this 
infrastructure.3 Population growth will also 
have harder-to-measure social impacts, for 
example, related to how we use the land 
and built environment. However, in this 
essay, I focus on economics.

Anyone with a view – positive or 
negative – on population growth will 
struggle to discuss it without focusing on 
international migration. That is because 
net migration has become the main driver 
of UK population growth over the past 20 
years. In fact, in the coming decades, net 
migration will be the exclusive source of 
population growth, according to official 
projections, as deaths start to exceed 
births on a regular basis.4 In this piece, I do 
not take a view on what level of population 
growth is desirable for the UK, though this 
is an issue that undoubtedly requires public 
debate. Instead, I look at how migration 
policy affects net migration – and thus 
population growth – and what trade-offs 
policymakers face when taking decisions in 
this field.

What is net migration?
Net migration is immigration minus 
emigration. It tells us how much 
international migration adds to the UK 
population. Net migration is a limited 
measure. It does not reflect migration’s full 
impacts on public finances, productivity, 
public services, the environment, or 
local communities. Indeed, many of the 
economic impacts of migration depend 

I. Limits to power – How much can 
immigration policymakers influence 
demographic change?
Dr Madeleine Sumption MBE
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more on who is migrating rather than how 
many.5 Nevertheless, when we examine 
population growth, net migration is the 
right measure to use.

Before discussing policy options, we should 
explain two analytical traps to be avoided 
in discussions about net migration. First, 
the immigration rules can only determine 
the level of net migration indirectly. More 
liberal rules will undoubtedly lead to higher 
net migration, but policymakers cannot 
make a legislative or regulatory decision 
about the level of net migration. This is 
because, even if there were hard caps on 
all immigration categories, the government 
does not, and never will, control the many 
forms of emigration.

Instead, policymakers take many little 
decisions, for example, about different 
kinds of work visas, as well as family, 
study and humanitarian migration. These 
decisions add up to shape total net 
migration. As a result, there is little point 
in talking about desirable levels of net 
migration without a realistic understanding 
of the specific policy decisions that would 
get us there. The temptation to do this 
appears to be one of the main reasons 
rhetoric and reality about net migration 

have parted ways over the past decade 
or so.

Second, in the medium term, immigration 
and emigration levels are closely linked 
to each other. Most emigration from the 
UK involves non-citizens who entered 
in the past five years or so. In migration 
categories where many people come to the 
UK temporarily, such as work and study, 
higher immigration will thus mean higher 
emigration down the line, and vice versa. 
Last year’s immigrants are next year’s 
emigrants. It is thus not possible to make 
calculations about future net migration 
levels by thinking about immigration only 
and assuming that emigration will remain 
the same.

So, in the long run, net migration will 
depend on absolute immigration levels as 
well as the share of migrants who choose 
to remain in the country permanently. 
What determines how many migrants 
remain long term? Unlike entry visas, 
the government does not set emigration 
policies directly. However, policymakers 
can specify how long migrants are allowed 
to stay, and whether they get a permanent 
immigration status. For example, Youth 
Mobility Scheme visas last for two years 
and cannot be renewed. This should 

For communities to take root and thrive, there needs to be an appropriate level of shops, bars, cafes, GPs’ surgeries and other places where 
people can meet.

https://www.istockphoto.com/photo/
town-of-penicuik-in-midlothian-gm1330046508-
413590005?searchscope=image%2Cfilm

K Nevile/Istock
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generate a high emigration rate and thus 
a small impact on net migration in the 
long term, although that impact will not be 
zero. Some people who hold Youth Mobility 
Scheme visas may then apply for other 
visas such as long-term work or family 
visas. The government cannot predict this 
share precisely in advance, although when 
policy remains stable for a reasonable 
period of time, it can look at previous data 
to get a good idea of how many people 
will switch to other visas and remain 
permanently.

What lies ahead?
By way of illustration, Table 1 shows 
how given levels of immigration might 
lead to given levels of net migration in 
the long run. It shows a hypothetical 

scenario explained in more detail in 
a Migration Observatory analysis,6 
in which immigration falls following the 
visa restrictions implemented in early 2024, 
and migrants in each category remain 
in the UK at roughly similar rates as they 
have done in the past. It does not include 
the further restrictions announced in May 
2025, which should push the numbers down 
slightly, but do not dramatically change 
the overall picture.

It is not a confident prediction of future 
net migration. All the assumptions are 
up for debate. I present the figures here 
simply in order to illustrate the range of 
policy decisions that might affect overall 
net migration – and therefore population 
growth – in the future.

Table 1: Hypothetical future net migration scenario

Category Long-run 
immigration

Stay 
rate

Long-run net 
migration

Non-British 
net migration

Work visas 245,000 56% 137,200 38%

Study visas 250,000 26% 65,000 18%

Family visas 80,000 80% 64,000 18%

Asylum 75,000 90% 67,500 19%

Hong Kong British 
National Overseas visa

20,000 90% 18,000 5%

Other visas 20,000 31% 6,200 2%

Resettlement refugees 4,000 100% 4,000 1%

British net emigration -30,000 to -80,000

Source: Adapted from Hall, T., Manning, A., and Sumption, M. (2024) Why are the latest net migration figures 
not a reliable guide to future trends? Migration Observatory at the University of Oxford.

In this scenario, net migration settles at 
roughly 300,000 in the long run. This is 
close to the figure used by the Office for 
National Statistics (ONS) in their latest 
demographic projection, which is based 
on the assumption that migration will 
continue at roughly the average level 
the UK has seen over the 10-year period 
ending in mid-2023. In other words, ONS 
also projects that net migration will 
continue to fall from the most recent figure 
of 430,000 in 2024 – and down from the 
unusually high level of more than 700,000 
per year in 2022 and 2023. ONS forecasts 

that international migration will add 
around about 10% (6.6 million) to the UK 
population over the period to 2035, and 
around 20% over the next 50 years.

The largest contributor to net migration in 
the hypothetical scenario in Table 1 is work 
visas. In fact, the contribution of work visa 
policy is larger than the table implies at 
first glance. This is because most of the 
contribution of international students to 
long-term net migration relies on work visa 
policy. Study visas do not lead to 
settlement in their own right, but students 
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can switch to other visas, and when they 
do so it is usually for work. In the past, 
a small share of students (typically around 
10%–15%) remained in the UK long term.7 
Even if only a small share of students 
remain permanently, this can have 
a meaningful impact on net migration 
because the number of students initially 
coming to the UK is significant. However, 
students in the post-Brexit immigration 
system also became much more likely to 
switch to long-term visas that provide 
a route to settlement.8 One analysis 
suggests that as many as 40% of the 
2022–2023 student cohorts might remain 
in the UK permanently, although this 
pre-dated the restriction on international 
students’ family members, which might 
reduce the rate at which students settle 
in the UK.9

Family visas and asylum also contribute 
meaningful shares to net migration. 
This is not because they make up a high 
share of immigration, but because 
a high proportion tend to remain 
in the UK permanently.

Note that these figures exclude 
unauthorised migration among people 
who do not apply for asylum – whether this 
involves people arriving without permission 
or overstaying their visas. There are no 
reliable estimates of the total number of 
people living in the UK illegally, or how this 
has changed over time. The most credible 
(though still shaky) estimates are for the 
late 2010s and put the figure in the high 
hundreds of thousands.10 The lack of data 
makes it rather difficult to say anything 
more about how much unauthorised 
migration affects demographic change, or 
where policymakers concerned about this 
phenomenon should focus their attention.

How governments affect 
population growth
If policymakers want to reduce migration 
in order to mitigate the pressures on the 
housing market or infrastructure (which is, 
realistically, where migration is most likely 
to have economic costs), in theory, they 
will want to target restrictions at types of 
migration that bring the smallest benefits. 
In practice, deciding which economic, 
social or political benefits matter the most 
is a difficult exercise requiring political 
judgement and not simply technocratic 
expertise.

Work visas
The main category of work visa that 
contributes to long-term population 
growth is the Skilled Worker route, which 
includes the Health and Care Worker 
visa. The Conservative Government 
made substantial changes to the Skilled 
Worker category in early 2024, including 
significantly higher salary thresholds 
in the private sector and a ban on the 
dependants of care workers. The new 
government has said that it will maintain 
these restrictions and has proposed 
further cuts. These include ending direct 
overseas recruitment into the care sector 
and making work visas in middle-skilled 
jobs temporary.

At the time of writing, it was still too 
early to assess the impacts of recent and 
proposed changes. However, we can make 
two broad observations. First, the salary 
requirement of at least £37,800 in private 
sector jobs appears to have had the largest 
impact on visas granted in lower-paid 
skilled jobs – the jobs where there is more 
likely to be a negative fiscal impact. As 
a result, most Skilled Worker visa holders in 
the private sector who remain eligible will 
now be making net contributions to public 
finances because of their relatively high 
salaries – though the precise size of the 
contribution will depend on factors such 
as whether they bring family members 
with them. The tax they pay will not 
always make it to the right places at the 
right times: there may be pressures on 
infrastructure or public services in the 

Students in the post-Brexit 
immigration system also 
became much more likely to 
switch to long-term visas that 
provide a route to settlement.
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short run before funding adjusts (or indeed 
in the long run if policymakers choose 
to spend the money on something else). 
Nonetheless, substantial further restrictions 
on higher-paid migrants would thus come 
with a trade-off – that is, a negative 
fiscal impact.

Second, the main group of long-term work 
visas where workers are not highly paid is 
Health and Care, and particularly the care 
sector. Here, the trade-off is different. The 
decision to restrict Health and Care Worker 
visas does not have a significant direct 
economic cost. There may be a social 
cost (such as more limited availability of 
care),11 so the question is now whether the 
government is willing to increase funding 
for care enough to mitigate the impacts 
of closing the route by supporting more 
attractive pay and conditions for workers 
in the sector.

A third option for reducing work visas’ 
contribution to net migration is to make 
more of them temporary. The current 
government has indicated it will do this 
for middle-skilled roles. There is now 

relatively convincing evidence that 
temporary migration has a more positive 
net fiscal impact than permanent 
migration, including because temporary 
migrants are, on average, younger.12 (In 
practice, temporary migration sometimes 
leads to longer-term stays, because people 
may be able to switch to other immigration 
routes. Nonetheless, stay rates are 
considerably lower on strictly temporary 
routes.) A temporary migration strategy 
also comes with trade-offs, most notably 
the potential for negative social impacts 
resulting from preventing integration.

Study visas
The main economic impact of international 
Student visas is to help fund the UK’s 
higher education system. This is because 
international students pay higher tuition 
fees that cross-subsidise domestic 
undergraduate students and research. 
Decisions that affect the number of 
students coming to the UK thus heavily 
affect the UK’s overall strategy for higher 
education funding.

Post-Brexit, an increasing number of students switched to long-term visas.
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Figure 1: Number and share of international students in UK 
higher education (non-UK domiciled students, 1994/95 to 2021/22 
academic years)

Note: These counts comprise part-time and full-time undergraduates and postgraduates. Numbers are 
rounded to the nearest five. Counts for 2015/16 and after are more comprehensive than previous counts 
so are not strictly comparable. 
Source: Migration Observatory analysis of HESA data. For 1995/95 to 2015/16: Students in Higher 
Education. For 2016/17 to 2021/22: Higher Education Student Data: Where do HE students come from?

In the past, the large majority of 
international students came to the UK on 
short-term visas and were expected to 
leave within a few years, making limited 
contributions to population growth in 
the long term. This trend changed post-
Brexit, not just because of the post-study 
Graduate work visa, which allows people to 
remain in the UK to work for two to three 
years, but – arguably more significantly – 
due to the care visa route.13 The early 2024 
policy changes and the proposed closure 
of the care route by 2028 may reverse 
that trend to some extent. In particular, 
the ban on most students’ partners and 
children may reduce the student stay rate 
because people without family members 
are less likely to stay permanently. Higher 
salary thresholds for work visas in the 
private sector may also make it harder for 
graduating students to find long-term work 
visa sponsors.

If policymakers want to reduce students’ 
contribution to net migration, they have 
two main options. First, they can restrict 
the number of students – for example, 
by rationing the number of sponsorship 
certificates universities can issue. Second, 

they can make it harder to remain in the 
UK to work after studying. The two main 
ways to do this would be restricting the 
graduate route, or restricting transitions 
to long-term work visas. Even though the 
graduate route is strictly temporary, it 
gives students more time to find employers 
to sponsor them for work visas and thus 
will have some impact on net migration 
in the medium term. However, restricting 
transitions to long-term visas – which allow 
former students to remain permanently – 
would probably have a larger impact 
on net migration than removing the 
graduate route.

Restricting either student numbers or the 
graduate route would come at the cost 
of reducing revenue from international 
student fees, which subsidise the higher 
education system. This impact would fall 
unevenly on different institutions.

Family visas
Family migration primarily involves the 
partners of British citizens or people with 
permanent status in the UK. On one hand, 
family migration is less economically 
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beneficial than work and study migration. 
For example, people coming for family 
reasons have lower employment rates 
than people coming for work and study,14 
presenting a net cost to public finances.15 
On the other hand, the underlying 
purpose of family visas is not economic 
but humanitarian. Restrictions on partner 
migration can have a large negative 
impact on the families themselves – British 
citizens unable to live in the UK with 
their partners.

Asylum and humanitarian routes
Traditionally, the large majority of refugees 
have come through the asylum system. 
The UK cannot control the number of 
people who apply for asylum. Like many 
other countries, successive governments 
have tried to prevent people from reaching 
the UK to claim asylum (e.g. through 
visa restrictions) and to deter them from 
choosing the UK over other destinations. 
International evidence suggests that such 
measures have highly variable impacts, 
and that they are often smaller than 
policymakers might hope.

By contrast, the UK Government decides 
how many refugees to resettle directly 
from overseas (e.g. through cooperation 
with the United Nations). In the past, these 
numbers were usually small. However, 
much larger numbers have come through 
country-specific humanitarian routes, 
established in response to specific crises, 
notably for Ukrainians and Hong Kong 
nationals. In the 2024, the Ukraine and 
Hong Kong British National Overseas visa 
programmes together contributed 42,000 
to net migration.

Conclusion
Successive governments have promised 
lower levels of net migration but have not 
delivered it. This essay has illustrated some 
of the reasons that might be the case.

First, some categories are more amenable 
to policy than others. For example, 
migration through the asylum system 
might well be the category policymakers 

would most like to reduce, but the 
prospects for doing so are uncertain.

Second, policymakers face many trade-
offs. On one hand, many members of 
the public welcome the idea of lower net 
migration, which would reduce the pace 
of social change.16 Lower migration would 
also reduce pressure in the housing market, 
since homebuilding has routinely failed to 
keep up with population growth. On the 
other hand, the concrete strategies that 
would be needed to reduce net migration 
have costs, either social or economic. 
For example, work and study visas are 
effectively providing a subsidy to largely 
publicly funded sectors, namely care and 
higher education.

Making some forms of migration more 
temporary might bring benefits to public 
finances but would also increase churn in 
communities, bringing social costs. Partner 
visas bring substantial benefits to British 
citizens who have partners overseas. The 
Ukraine and Hong Kong visa routes have 
foreign-policy implications. Balancing 
these trade-offs is an inherently political 
task, and reasonable people will disagree 
about how to do it.

Finally, the UK often lacks the data to 
measure the trade-offs that policymakers 
must resolve. Data on net migration appear 
to be improving, following a rocky period 
as the ONS moved to new sources of data. 
Administrative data on migrants’ journeys 
through the visa system are much better 
than they were in the past. However, some 
data sources have deteriorated – most 
notably the Annual Population Survey, 
which was once the main source of 
high-quality data on migrants and their 
economic impacts. In theory, administrative 
datasets that link immigration, tax 
and health records can give us a much 
better picture of how different types of 
immigration affect the UK. They are being 
developed as we speak, although progress 
has been very slow. But if policymakers are 
to have any hope of informed decisions to 
balance the trade-offs they face, these new 
datasets will be essential.
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The UK is far from unique in facing the 
challenges of population change and 
strong public reaction to the consequences 
of these shifts. Are there lessons to be 
learned from other countries? Obviously an 
examination of every country’s policies is 
some way beyond the scope of this report, 
but it was felt that it might be helpful to 
look in a little more detail at the experience 
and approach of three countries: the 
Netherlands, a geographically restricted 
country facing echoes of its own colonial 

past as well as its share of the high levels 
of migration into Continental Europe; 
Denmark, also facing space/geographical 
constraints but, as a Scandinavian country, 
coming from a region that many argue has 
tackled challenges of population growth 
more successfully than most; and Japan, 
facing the opposite challenges of a rapidly 
declining settled population and an almost 
complete absence of new arrivals. 
Table 1 provides a snapshot of the 
UK and these three countries.

5.1. The Netherlands
Background

The Netherlands was selected as a good 
comparator with the UK because of 
its shared culture, space limitations 
(particularly in comparison with 
England), colonial inheritance, and 
membership of the EU, with its associated 
requirement for free movement of people. 
As in the UK, there has been considerable 
public concern about the implications 

of population growth. The Netherlands 
is densely populated, with 529 people 
per square kilometre,1 nearly five times 
the EU average. Moreover, given the 
low-lying level of much of the country, 
climate change may well reduce the 
amount of liveable land areas, adding 
to this pressure.

Table 1: Comparative demographic profile

UK Netherlands Denmark Japan

Population 1995 58.2 million 15.46 million 5.2 million 125.1 million

Population 2023 67.6 million 17.6 million 5.9 million 125.8 million

Percentage increase in 
population from 1995 
to 2023

16.2% 13.8% 13.4% 0.6%

Population per 
sq km 2022

278 529 138 324

Area (sq km) 243,610 41,543 43,098 377,975

TFR (total fertility rate) 1.75 1.62 1.72 1.30

Life expectancy 81.77 87.78 81.40 81.09

Population increase 
(2023)

1% 1% 0.77% -0.48%

Refugees (2023) 38,761 27,140 1,485 303

Source: ONS.
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How has The Netherlands’s 
population changed in recent 
years?

Since 2010, the impact of migration on 
population growth in The Netherlands has 
been greater than that from the natural 
increase. At the same time, surveys 
on intended birthrates versus realised 
birthrates revealed a significant ‘fertility 
gap’ – the number of babies women say 
they would like to have compared with how 
many they actually have.

The total fertility rate (TFR) for The 
Netherlands was 3.12 in 1960; by 1979, it 
had fallen to 1.59. It has been broadly 
stable since, standing at 1.62 in 2021. Life 
expectancy in the Netherlands was 73.39 
years in 1960, increased to 76.88 years 
by 1990 and, by 2021, had risen further 
to 81.46 years.2 As in the UK, increased 
life expectancy and the resulting ageing 
population is having a significant impact 
on The The Netherlands demography. 
Combined with increased numbers of 
new arrivals in the country, this is putting 
pressure on The Netherlands’ infrastructure 
and economy.

Membership of the EU

A critical difference to the UK is that The 
Netherlands remains a member of the 
EU, so people from all other member 
states are entitled to work and live in The 
Netherlands if they wish. Most migrants to 
the Netherlands are from other EU states, 
whereas in the UK, most new arrivals are 
from outside of the EU. This is significant, 
as many EU migrants are expected in due 
course to return to their country of origin 
or move to other EU nations for work. Of 
the 1.6 million migrants from within the EU 
or the European Free Trade Association 
(without Dutch nationality) who have 
arrived in the Netherlands since 1999, 
944,000 had left again by 31 December 
2022. By contrast, far fewer migrants to the 
UK are expected to return to their country 
of origin later in life. This points to greater 
long-term permanent population growth in 
the UK than in the Netherlands.

Responding to the demographic 
challenge
The response from the Dutch Government 
Commission to public concern was to 
use powers under the constitution to set 
up the State Commission on Demographic 
Developments 2050. The Commission 
was set up by the Dutch Cabinet in 2022 
to produce policy advice for current 

Global warming has given increased urgency about demographic change to low-lying countries like the Netherlands.

https://www.flickr.com/photos/stanbury/53330223673/in/
photolist-2pfBkv4-zmip7X-MRQ32n-domxGZ-A6RP5-fcoeWS-
dpecdL-vECCn-doGNJ9-dpxvHZ-dpxvxv-2mcZovT-2tkTKU-jxxsq8-
wnKnwU-dpRhHh-8w7dug-wENDoi-4mBoK5-2pfvGhF-nkJnuz-
29wRmip-P7gFEL-2mdF85S-doR95Z-bVCto-6TLFYY-EW85wg-
2o3PjKh-NTuZ3o-jxzuNQ-BQuYBb-6D8LXU-BQuXTs-25KeV6e-
4GT39g-8wah1L-2foY-s8ar4-2p6qtJg-domLaz-6Lvohz-fZHTQo-
yU1tU9-YTTyRC-d1xo1o-d1xxrQ-6LAch9-d1xwL1-d1xw7S
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and future governments as ageing and 
immigration bring change to the make-up 
of the population.

The Commission is independent of the 
government and, to emphasise, this is not 
attached to any single government 
department. The Commission spent 
18 months gathering evidence from experts 
across the political, geographic and social 
spectrum. It then made a series of 
evidence-based recommendations in areas 
such as the labour market, housing, 
education, the environment 
and social cohesion.

The evidence considered includes 
historical trends on migration, and 
the overall population growth of the 
Netherlands. It also considered how existing 
government policies on migration, the 
labour market, and the economy would 
impact the general level of wellbeing in 
the Netherlands.

The State Commission was supported 
by the Netherlands Interdisciplinary 
Demographic Institute (NIDI), a research 
institute of the Royal Netherlands Academy 
of Arts and Sciences affiliated with the 
University of Groningen. Studies conducted 
by NIDI found that (as in the UK) most 
people were worried about population 
growth and the impact this would have on 
the country. Also, as with the UK, polling 
suggested that policymakers have been 
out of step with public opinion on this issue 
in recent years. So, an important purpose 
of the Commission was to ensure that their 
evidence-based recommendations to the 
government, fully and directly aired and 
addressed the concerns of the people of 
The Netherlands.

The Commission has completed its first 
report to the House of Representatives 
and is now working on a second report 
on the demographic development 
of the Caribbean Netherlands. State 
Commissions in the Netherlands are 
temporary organisations, and no decision 
has been made about the future of this 
State Commission once its work on the 
Caribbean Netherlands is completed.

The State Commission 
recommendation
The recommendation of the State 
Commission was for the Netherlands to 
plan for moderate population growth by 
2050.3 The population of the Netherlands 
is currently 17.7 million and is projected to 
increase to 23 million by 2020. The State 
Commission has recommended that the 
Netherlands population should not grow 
higher than 20 million people by 2050 – an 
increase of about 10%, much in line with 
the current Office for National Statistics 
(ONS) projection of the likely increase of 
the UK population over the same period.

Possible lessons for the UK
The Netherlands State Commission does 
not make specific policy recommendations 
to the government. The conclusions of 
its report are strategic and are based on 
evidence about different policy areas and 
submissions from members of the public. 
Accordingly, the Commission looked at 
the broader implications of population 
growth in areas such as the housing and 
the employment market as well as on 
implications for Dutch society.

The Commission noted that, not only the 
size of the Netherlands population but 
also its composition, is set to change in 
the coming decades. On the one hand, 
cultural diversity is increasing which, in 
parallel with the ageing of the population – 
expected to peak in the next 10–15 
years – will result in a permanently ‘older’ 
society by 2050. It considered the multiple 
impacts of this permanent demographic 
shift and made some suggestions as to 
how the Netherlands should adapt to 
meet it.

The State Commission noted 
that, not only the size of the 
Netherlands population but also 
its composition, is set to change 
in the coming decades.
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In particular, the Commission noted how 
the impact of migration and population 
ageing were markedly different across 
the individual regions of the Netherlands. 
Further, it noted that the differences in 
wellbeing between generations – both as 
a result of levels of education and between 
native Dutch and recent arrivals – are 
forecast to increase. It acknowledged that 

it has implications for the country’s social 
cohesion.

All the above challenges resonate in 
a UK context, and the idea of a State 
Commission – whether temporary or 
permanent – as a way to address them, 
may be a useful template for the UK 
to consider.

5.2. Denmark
Background

The Scandinavian nations are popularly 
supposed to have a very relaxed attitude 
to the demographic challenges resulting 
from immigration. However, over the 
last 25 years, Denmark has responded 
forcefully to these challenges, specifically 
by agreeing the need for a sustainable 
immigration policy.

How has Denmark’s population 
changed in recent years?
The population today of Denmark is 5.9 
million,4 with the population expected to 
grow by 100,000 by 2026 – a 1.7% increase 
compared to the 2.8% increase expected 
over the same period in the UK.

Denmark’s TFR was 2.57 in 1960, 
declining to 1.60 by 1979; it increased 
during the following two decades, and 
has since remained broadly stable at 
the 1.72 recorded in the 2021 census.5 
Life expectancy has increased steadily 
in Denmark over the last 60 years, from 
average life expectancy of 72.16 in 1960, 
rising to 74.81 by 1990, and reaching 81.40 
by 2021.6

Before the 1960s, Denmark’s migrant 
numbers were minimal. However, in the 
1960s, Turkish migrants began arriving, 
followed by migrants from other parts 
of the world. By the 1990s, there was 
a growing concern among the settled 
population about the impact this was 
having. The number of new arrivals 
rose from 100,000 per annum in 1965 to 
300,000 per annum by 1995.

An important cause of this increase was 
the Danish Government’s decision in 1983 
to relax immigration laws and specifically 
give asylum seekers and refugees 
greater rights. As a result, by the 1990s, 
refugees made up the bulk of the inflow 
of immigrants.

Membership of EU
Denmark is also a member of the EU which 
brings with it free movement of labour. Like 
The Netherlands, the bulk of arrivals are 
from within the EU. For those outside, the 
country has taken a tougher line on the 
need to integrate, as seen below.

Responding to the 
demographic challenge
By the 1990s, levels and consequences 
of immigration had become a sensitive 
subject in Danish politics. In the 2001 
elections, the Danish People’s Party 
significantly increased its share of the vote 
to 12%, picking up 22 parliamentary seats, 
mainly due to its policy of advocating 
cutting immigration numbers. The response 
from the mainstream political parties was 
to implement stricter immigration rules, 
which remain in force today.

The Danish People’s Party stood on an 
immigration platform that was not unlike 
that of populist parties today – which 
are seen growing in support throughout 
Europe – including the Reform UK party. 
In this sense, Denmark was ahead of the 
curve and so provides a valuable case 
study of one way of responding to public 
concern about population growth.
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Since that 2001 election, a consensus 
has existed in Danish politics regarding 
immigration. There is a cross-party 
agreement on limits to immigration 
numbers, including restrictions on migrants 
bringing partners or dependents. The 
government also sets strict limits on the 
number of refugees allowed into Denmark. 
As a result of these policy changes, the 
number of family reunification permits 
granted fell from 13,0007 in 2001 to only 
3,400 in 2022.

With effect from 2017, the Danish 
Parliament approves annual funding for 
a resettlement quota as part of its yearly 
budget. Currently, the allocation provides 
up to 500 resettlement places for refugees 
per year. In extraordinary circumstances, 
the minister in charge of immigration has 
the power to allow the number of people 
resettled to Denmark to exceed 500. This 
power was used as part of a response to 
the Russian invasion of Ukraine in 2022.

Emphasis on integration
Denmark places considerable importance 
on new arrivals taking active steps to 
integrate into Danish society. To secure 
residency, the government requires 
migrants to demonstrate that they are 
fluent in Danish, and new arrivals are 
expected to undertake training and testing 
to prove they have met this language 
requirement. The government also requires 
new arrivals to find work and meet other 
visa conditions. Compliance with these 
conditions includes knowledge of Danish 
culture, as well as language, through 
attending courses. Work visa requirements, 
and monitoring whether individuals are 
actually employed, are rigorously enforced.

In 2021, Social Democratic Prime Minister 
Mette Frederiksen made migration policy 
even stricter. The focus has shifted from 
integration to returning to countries of 
origin. In 2021,

the Danish Government revoked the 
residency permits for more than 200 Syrian 
refugees and deported them to Syria.

The then Minister for Immigration and 
Integration, Mattias Tesfaye, himself 
the son of an Ethiopian refugee, said 
the following:

“If you look at the historical background, 
it is completely normal that left-wing 
politicians like me are not against 
migration but want it to be under 
control. If it isn’t – and it has not been 
since the 1980s – low-income and low-
educated people pay the highest price 
for poor integration. It is not the wealthy 
neighbourhoods that have to integrate 
most of the children. On the contrary, 
the areas where the traditional social 
democratic voters and trade unionists 
live face the greatest problems.”8

So, today, most new arrivals are on 
temporary student visas or employment 
visas that include strict rules about 
integration into Danish society.

Mattias Tesfaye, Danish Minister for Children and Education.

https://www.flickr.com/photos/
eu2023es/53196586898/in/photolist-
7VStrs-2p3NpWJ-2p3N9HL 
 
EU2023ES 
 
CC BY-NC-ND 2.0
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Possible lessons for the UK

A key feature of Denmark’s immigration 
policy is its use of data and information. 
For example, the Danish Government has 
accurate information on where migrants 
live, where they work, and how much 
money they earn. Everyone living in 
Denmark is given a social security number, 
and the state uses this to monitor what 
new arrivals to the country are doing. This 
consistent collection and subsequent use 
of data helps Denmark control immigration 
and encourages integration. The policy 
responses from the mainstream political 
parties to the rise of populist politics – 

demonstrated by the subsequent electoral 
success of the Danish Social Democrats – 
could offer important lessons to the UK 
and the rest of Europe.

We held a number of other conversations 
as part of our research. An important 
and interesting side-note from these 
was that, as a consequence of the 
government’s specific requirements 
imposed as a precondition of remaining 
in the country, the destination of choice 
for those who decided to move on was the 
United Kingdom where is was believed that 
enforcement levels were much laxer. 

5.3. Japan
Background

Japan’s population has remained relatively 
stable over the last 50 years. Unlike the 
UK, The Netherlands, and Denmark, new 
arrivals to Japan have remained relatively 
low, and the laws restricting them have not 
changed significantly.

How has Japan’s population 
changed in recent years?
Japan has seen a steady fall in the TFR 
from 4.01 in 1950 to 1.37 in 2022.9 Over the 
same period, Japan’s life expectancy has 
risen from 57.6 to 85.15, so that over-65s 
who made up 7.1% of Japan’s population in 
1970, today now account for 29.6%.10

As a result of its declining TFR since 
2010, Japan’s population has been in 
a slow overall decline as the deaths 
continue to outpace births. This ageing 
population is now the key demographic 
driver. The impact of this can been seen 
most dramatically in the shape of the 
following ‘population trees’ – in 1970, 
1995 and 2020.11

Responding to the demographic 
challenge

Japan’s super ageing population poses 
various special challenges. Though the 
Japanese Government increased the 
civil servant state pension age from 60 
to 61 years of age in 2023,12 the official 
pension age has been 65 for some years. 
The financial cost of pensions and social 
care for older people remains high. One 
important consequence has been an 
emphasis on employing older workers. 
In 2023, some 25% of people aged over 65 
in Japan were employed13 – roughly double 
the 11.9% of people over 65 employed in 
the UK.14 Moreover, 40% of Japanese firms 
now employ people over the age of 70,15 
and this percentage is steadily rising.

The driver of this shift has not only 
been government pressure as a means 
of reducing the fiscal impact, but the 
dramatic decline in younger workers 
which has paralleled it. The percentage 
of those over 65 is expected to rise to 
40% by 2050.16 Over the same period, 
it has been projected that about 40% 
of municipalities, including cities and 
towns, will lose half of their population 
of younger women.17 In Tokyo, the TFR 
has now dropped below 1.0, so that the 
fall in population is gathering pace.
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In terms of legal protections for older 
workers, Japan passed legislation 
prohibiting age discrimination against 
older workers in 196018 – much earlier than 
the UK or other European countries.

Figure 1: Population trees for Japan in 1970, 1995 and 2020

Source: Statistics Dashboard.19

Opposition to increased 
immigration

Unsurprisingly, this decline in Japan’s 
population has resulted in a fierce debate. 
There has been increased pressure from 
employers to allow more significant 
immigration. Some economists have 
expressed concern that this population 
decline will slow the country’s economic 
growth. Others argue that it is also likely 
to be a more stable and sustainable 
approach than economic growth based on 
rapid population growth, which would in 
turn put pressure on Japan’s infrastructure, 
natural environment and social cohesion. 
Public opinion appears to be firmly on the 
side of the latter.

Nevertheless, in 2018 the Japanese 
Parliament made a small concession, 
which allowed foreign workers to come 
to work in Japan for up to five years in 
specific professions, including nursing/
carers, agriculture, hospitality and food, 
construction and specific manufacturing 
industries.20 However, Parliament 
specifically banned these migrant workers 
from becoming residents or allowing family 
members to accompany them. This policy 
would have permitted up to 345,000 
workers to enter Japan over a five-year 
period. In reality, very few migrants arrived 
because Japan almost immediately 
closed its borders in 2020 due to the 
COVID-19 pandemic.
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Even this modest increase in immigration 
was met with widespread opposition. 
The governing centre-right Liberal 
Democratic Party, which has dominated 
Japanese politics since the end of the 
second world war, is sensitive to voters’ 
concerns that increased immigration would 
be a threat to Japan’s national identity.

Japan is an ethnically homogeneous 
country, other than indigenous peoples 
in Hokkaido and Okinawa. Though, as of 
June 2023, a record 3.22 million people 
with foreign nationality were living in 
Japan,21 it is important to note that Japan 
does not grant citizenship to anyone who 
is not of Japanese descent. This means 
that even fifth-generation Japanese-born 
Koreans or Chinese are counted as having 
foreign nationality.

Possible lessons for UK
Like Japan, the UK has a falling TFR with 
a resulting imbalance in the old-age 
dependency ratio. Japan has tackled this 
challenge with a much more open attitude 
to employing older workers than exists 
in the UK. Quite small changes in older 
worker participation can have a dramatic 
impact on the dependency ratio and so on 
a country’s fiscal position.

The Japanese debate on the interplay 
between population levels, rates of 
economic growth, gross domestic product 
per head, median wage levels and social 
cohesion may have lessons for the UK.
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YouGov was asked to carry out a nationally 
representative polling of UK adults as part 
of the background to this report. The 
polling took place on 25–26 February 2025. 

The poll focused on three areas: general 
attitudes to population growth; attitudes 
to immigration; and attitudes to having an 
official body for population growth. The 
summary results are as follows.

6.1. General attitudes to 
population growth
 • There was a general feeling (68%) 

among all those polled that the 
population in their own region had 
increased in the last five years, but 
was slightly higher among ethnic 
minorities (72%). It was felt most 
strongly in London (81%) and the 
West Midlands (79%).

 • Overall, a majority (57%) felt that 
Britain had too little space for its 
current population; this being felt more 
strongly by each older age cohort: 37% 
of those aged 18–24; 52% aged 25–49; 
64% aged 50–64; and 68% at age 
65 and older.

 • Generally, regardless of geographical 
area, Britons think population 
growth has had a negative impact – 
particularly as regards the amount of 
housing (81%), public services (68%) 
and the environment (65%) – as seen 
in Figure 1 below.

 • A majority (58%) thought having 
a population of 76.1 million by 2045 
would be bad for the country – 62% 
of white and 36% of ethnic minority 
respondents.

6.2. Attitudes 
to immigration
 • Of the total polled, 63% thought the 

number of people migrating to the 
UK each year was too high – 66% 
of white and 48% of ethnic minority 
respondents.

 • There was a strong correlation with 
age – 34% of 18–24-year-olds thought 
the number was too high, compared 
with 55% aged 25–49; 75% aged 50–64; 
and 78% of those 65 and older.

Figure 1: Perceived issues of population growth
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 • As regards a cap on the number of 
arrivals – 41% thought that there should 
be a fixed cap; and 49% felt that the 
number of permitted arrivals should 
reflect demand for work, family or 
study visas.

 • When asked what level an immigration 
cap should be set at, four in 10 (39%) 
weren’t sure. The most popular response 
was a cap of up to 50,000 people a year 
(22%). A further 12% said there should 
not be a cap at all.

6.3. Attitudes to 
an official body for 
population growth
 • Overall, 70% think the government does 

not have a plan to manage population 
growth – 64% among ethnic minorities.

 • Of 2024 voters, 56% supported the idea 
of an official body, with particularly 
strong support from Labour voters 
(68%) and Liberal Democrats voters 
(65%). There was 61% support among 
ethnic minorities.

 • When asked which party best 
represented respondents’ views on 
how to deal with population growth, 
half (49%) either thought that none 
of the parties (25%) represented their 
views, or didn’t know (24%); 10% felt 
that Labour most closely aligned 
with their personal views on the issue, 
compared to 8% for the Conservatives; 
and 5% said the Liberal Democrats. 
By contrast, around a fifth (22%) said 
Reform UK represented their views 
on population growth.





7 Conclusion and 
recommendations
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The evidence of the foregoing pages 
shows that the UK will face fundamental 
demographic challenges over the rest of 
the 21st century. Against this background 
it needs to be recognised that:

 • There are organisational practices 
and structures that stand in the 
way of properly addressing these 
challenges.

 • There are examples of fresh thinking, 
both here and abroad, that might help 
find new ways forward, but which are 
largely overlooked.

 • Polling shows a high degree 
of public concern about future 
population growth.

 • There are actions that could, 
and should, be taken now.

7.1. Macro demographic 
picture
Over the last 20 years, our population 
has increased by 9.2 million (15.7%) from 
58.4 million to 67.6 million. The major 
impact of this increase has been on 
England, particularly south and east of 
a line broadly drawn from The Wash to 
Bristol and then to Bournemouth.

The population can be expected to 
continue to grow by a further 6.6 million 
(10%) over the next 10 years. Of this, only 
0.5 million will come from natural increase.

Further out the trends inevitably become 
less clear, but the trajectory is upward for 
the foreseeable future. The point at which 
our population growth can be expected 
to slow is steadily being pushed further 
out into the future. The evidence suggests 
that, by the second half of the century, 
the UK will have the largest population 
in Europe. This differential is made more 
stark when one compares the increase 
in the density of population measured 
in people per square kilometre. During this 
century, according to UN projections, the 
UK’s is expected to increase from 242 to 
321 (33%); by comparison, Germany’s will 
rise from 107 to 124 (15%); and France’s will 
rise from 122 to 125 (2.5%).  

It is worth noting that the equivalent 
figure for the USA, as a whole, is 36 million. 
Only two states – New Jersey and Rhode 
Island – are more crowded than England.

These figures and their implications for 
this country must surely pose some serious 
questions about our future, which need 
to be addressed urgently.

7.2. Structural and 
operational challenges
Irrevocability – no turning back

Once new arrivals are settled here 
legally, there is no turning back. They are 
entitled to all the rights and carry all the 
responsibilities accorded to a citizen of 
the UK. Meanwhile, any natural increase 
or decrease in our settled population 
in any year is, by nature, then fixed.

It takes 15 to 25 years to see the full 
impact of any increase, any imbalance, 
or any decrease, in our population. So, if 
we make no effort today to discuss or plan 
for the consequences of what appears 
to lie ahead demographically, it will be 
the 2040s when we will have to face the 
results of any actions taken or not taken 
today. Unfortunately, these timescales 
do not fit well with the imperatives of 
a five-year electoral cycle.

Short-term reactions 
by individual government 
departments – ‘sticking plaster’ 
solutions
In the absence of any strategic guiding 
hand, the standard response has been 
a series of shallow-rooted initiatives 
undertaken by individual government 
departments responding to specific crises. 
For example, there was a tightening up 
of the terms of Student visas following 
allegations of misuse, and almost 
simultaneously a loosening of the terms 
of visas for care home staff following 
publicity about sector shortages. No 
less important, at no point does there 
appear to have been any consideration 
of the consequential implications of 
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these standalone decisions for other 
government departments, or indeed for 
our society as a whole. This approach 
has provided an easy way to avoid taking 
hard decisions.

Firewalls persist
There remains a knee-jerk reaction among 
many that the serious strategic challenges 
raised by demographic change are not 
appropriate subjects for a comprehensive 
and thoroughgoing debate. See Professor 
Diana Coole’s analysis of this in the 
opening chapter.

In part, this is the result of any discussion 
of demographic change being seen as 
a Pandora’s Box – the opening of which 
might lead to unpleasant accusations, 
such as of racism or practising eugenics; 
in parallel there is a belief that, if only 
people would stop talking about the issue 
of population growth, public concern 
would die away. However, the evidence 
of the past 15 years does not support 
this view.

The result is a tendency among many 
opinion formers to avert their eyes. For 
example, in recent months the prime 
minister, faced with the latest figures of 
population increase, agreed that these 
figures were too high and that they 
should be reduced, but declined to go 
beyond that broad statement. Elsewhere, 
a recent House of Lords report, Making 
the most out of England’s land (HOL paper 
105) did not consider it necessary or 
appropriate to make a single mention 
of future population levels – surely a key 
component of future land use. Finally, Sir 
Jon Cunliffe, newly appointed Chair of the 
Independent Water Commission, writing 
in the Financial Times on 21 February 
2025 about the challenges facing the 
water industry, could not bring himself to 
mention an increasing population as an 
important factor.

Unsurprisingly, the millions who have 
concerns about the implications for 
themselves, their communities and 
future generations, conclude that our 
political and cultural leaders won’t grasp 
this nettle.

This frustration has had an unfortunate 
byproduct of coarsening the terms 
of the debate.

Rise of freedom-restricting 
harassment
In her government-commissioned review 
on social cohesion, Dame Sara Khan 
used the phrase, “freedom-restricting 
harassment” to describe behaviour that 
leads people into silence or self-censoring. 
This phenomenon plays a major role in 
any discussion on demographic change.

Too often the basic assumption is that 
such a discussion must be an attack on 
some person or some group. By contrast, 
it should be seen as trying to provide 
a way to discuss and to balance the 
conflicting demands of, need for sacrifices 
by, and general requirements of different 
sections of our society as a result of 
population changes. The letter of the 
week in the New Statesman (June 2024) 
pointed out that it was unhelpful to label 
those who oppose mass migration as 
being “hard right” – people who

“ simply do not wish the make-up of their 
country and the neighbourhoods to be 
transformed according to the hyper liberal 
orthodoxy should not be labelled as    
 ‘extremists’”.

The author went on to point out that

“Labour Governments until only a few 
years ago would have regarded holding 
immigration below 100,000 per annum 
as uncontroversial”.

This is reflected in the widely differing 
levels of ‘acceptability’ of discussing 
individual big strategic decisions. Take 
climate change and net zero. These 
issues have been the subject of extensive 
debate – which everyone agrees is 
important. Few of those arguing the 
net zero case seem ready to accept 
that it is people who are at root the 
fundamental cause of climate change, 
so that adding 6–10 million more people 
to the population of this country must 
significantly set back our progress to 
net zero. But, while it is acceptable to 
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discuss climate change itself, it seems 
unacceptable to add the importance 
of population change to the mix.

Inadequate data – do we really 
know what is happening?
There seems to be a problem finding 
properly based and appropriately focused 
data to tell us what is really going on. Too 
often, data are gathered over different 
chronological periods and uses different 
bases of measurement. It remains very 
difficult to reconcile certain key statistics – 
for example, the number of work visas 
issued and the number of National 
Insurance Numbers (NINOs) granted; and 
indeed, who oversees and controls the 
issue of NINOs.

Two bodies, the Office for National 
Statistics (ONS) and the Migration 
Advisory Committee (MAC), operate 
efficiently within their terms of reference. 
But there is no strategic analyses of what 
gaps exist in the current data collection 
that might help illuminate the overall 
impact of population change. Further, 
both these two bodies inevitably have 
budgetary constraints that limit the 
number of datasets they can collect, 
and it is vanishingly unlikely that any 
government will wish to insist on collection 
of data that may reveal politically 
unwelcome outcomes.

Inadequate enforcement – 
are the rules observed?
Nowhere are the gaps more evident than 
in the recording of those who overstay 
their visa or who come to the country 
illegally. Estimates inevitably vary widely, 
but mostly fall within a range of 750,000 
to 1.5 million (equivalent to 1%–2% of the 
country’s official population, or a city up 
to half the size of Manchester).

For example, there appear to be no 
significant checks on those who arrive 
here on one type of visa – for example, 
to work in a care home – and who, after 
a relatively short period of employment in 
a specific sector, morph into the workforce 
generally. Nor is there any analysis of 
the consequent effect of this practice – 

economic or otherwise – on the settled 
population. This arguably negligent 
approach is dramatically different 
to the approach adopted by other 
countries, as the section on Denmark 
in chapter 5 shows.

Weighing and measuring 
impacts
There are two main voices arguing 
for a relaxed approach to population 
increase: British industry and commerce 
(“the British won’t work on the terms and 
conditions we offer”); and the higher 
education sector (“my university will go 
bust unless we maintain/increase our 
level of overseas students”). There is 
a third influential voice concerning the 
country’s moral duty to help refugees and 
asylum seekers. While this attracts a high 
level of publicity, the numbers involved 
in this category are much lower than 
the first two.

In addition to having powerful supporting 
voices, the first two arguments also have 
the advantage of being measurable. As 
Peter Drucker, the management guru, put 
it: “If you can measure it, you can manage 
it”. Economic and other quantitative data 
can be relatively easily measured and so 
managed. The result is that ‘hard’ data 
tend to dominate debates; by contrast, 
while there have been advances in recent 
years, ‘quality of life’ data, often about 
issues of great concern to people, is not 
so easily harnessed. As a result, the latter 
can too easily be crowded out in any 
public discussion – particularly where 
well established but arguably outdated 
economic arguments are put forward by 
powerful advocates.

7.3. A need for fresh 
thinking
My wish to involve experts from outside 
the political mainstream was to bring 
fresh intellectual vigour to the thinking 
on this policy area, which too often has 
been tired, outdated, clichéd and self-
interested. Additionally, I hoped that each 
of the three countries (the Netherlands, 
Denmark and Japan), whose approach 
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to their own demographic challenges has 
been documented in chapter 5, would give 
valuable comparative data. I have not 
been disappointed, and I am grateful to 
them all.

Most, if not all, of the themes and 
approaches suggested in the nine essays 
and the overseas research do not feature 
prominently in the current public debate; 
more importantly, there is no way of 
bringing them all together – along with 
many others – in any coherent evidence-
based approach.

7.4. Recommendations
Demographic change – in particular, 
where it is caused by immigration – is 
a polarised and polarising subject. So, 
what can we do about it?

A way forward
The most effective way forward would 
be to proceed on a twin-track approach – 
a new responsibility on government to 
face up to the serious consequences 
arising from demographic change; at 
the same time, the creation of a new 
body that would provide a commentary 
on the government’s stated policy 
objectives, to undertake research into 
demographic issues, and to provide an 
open transparent forum to reassure the 
public that these challenges were not 
being overlooked.

The strategic objective would be to 
open up these issues to transparent, 
evidence-based analysis, so as to detoxify 
it and, importantly, create conditions in 
which extreme views of all sorts would 
be marginalised and the ‘wisdom of 
the crowd’ would assert itself. This will 
require concrete policies to be created 
and delivered that acknowledge the 
complexity of the issues and associated 
trade-offs. At root, it is clear that the UK 
cannot long sustain population growth at 
the present levels.

New government responsibility
Governments should be expected to 
monitor and disclose the likely level of 
population change in the near term (the 
period to the next general election) and 
longer term (10–20 years). They should 
clearly state whether these projected 
numbers were satisfactory or whether 
they appeared too high or too low. In each 
case, governments would be expected 
to lay out proposals that would result in 
actual populations reaching the levels the 
governments had previously identified 
as desirable.

In due course, such policy statements 
should form part of a party’s general 
election manifesto. It is astonishing 
that, given all the commitments and 
statements made during general elections, 
views about population levels – one of the 
most important drivers of fundamental 
change in our country – are hardly ever 
commented on.

Establishing a new authority
A new authority would be called the Office 
for Demographic Change (ODC) or Office 
for Population Sustainability (OPS). This 
title does not mention growth or reduction 
to reflect the fact that there are those 
who argue that the major challenges in 
the future will be from a falling not an 
increasing population.

a) Functions

1) Learning from the past to collect 
evidence about and analyse the policies 
that have led to the country’s current 
demographic position.

2) Looking to the future to consider the 
likely results of future changes in this 
country’s population, including economic, 
environmental, ecological and societal 
consequences – particularly in relation 
to the government-stated demographic 
objectives.

3) Developing new research on 
demographic development, and learning 
from best practice around the world.
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b) Structure
The new authority would be governed 
by a council of up to 20 members and 
a chair. Appointments to the council 
would be made by the prime minister for 
a maximum of nine years, consisting of 
three three-year terms.

Appointments would, as far as possible, 
reflect a balance of practical and 
academic experience, the geography 
of the UK, and an appropriate gender 
balance. The council would report to the 
Cabinet Office.

c) Migration Advisory Committee

The new authority would absorb MAC and 
its specific work-related experience as an 
important part of a larger strategic role.

d) Performance

The authority would be required to 
report at least annually to Parliament. It 
would be required to perform its duties 
objectively, transparently and impartially. 
It would not be a policymaking body.

e) A broader role for the new 
authority

Additionally, the new authority could help 
encourage a broader, better, and more 
balanced discussion about demography:

 • Absorption levels: There is a need for 
a debate about how many additional 
people this country can, on average, 
reasonably absorb in any one year. 
Many would argue that the current 
figure of 1.25 million new arrivals, 
with 0.5 million departures leading to 
a net increase of 0.75 million, is not 
sustainable (for a range of reasons).

But there must be a range of annual 
increase – perhaps a three-year 
average – that would balance the 
conflicting pressures already making 
themselves felt in this already relatively 
crowded island.

 • Optimum absolute population levels: 
Too often, governments become 
preoccupied with absolute levels 
of gross domestic product (GDP) 

as a sign of national ‘virility’ – and so 
lay down a marker for this country’s 
standing in the world. Absolute levels 
of GDP are driven in large measure 
by population size, so there is 
a temptation to see higher immigration 
as a means first to maintain or increase 
our position in world league tables, and 
second to raise our standard of living.

This is a fool’s errand – a relatively 
small island cannot hope to compete 
in absolute GDP terms over time with 
geographically much larger countries 
and greater populations. GDP per 
head is a better measure of economic 
prosperity, but it can be distorted if 
one group of the population benefits 
disproportionately. By contrast, the 
median wage – the point at which 
half the population earns more and 
half less – indicates how widely the 
benefits of increasing prosperity have 
been spread. The flatlining of this for 
the past 15–20 years indicates that 
globalisation, with its consequent 
policy of high immigration, has 
not delivered much to many of 
our settled population.

Evidence in the earlier chapters 
indicates that there is a ‘sweet spot’ 
where a stable (maybe slowly declining) 
population is likely to lead to the 
greatest level of prosperity for all, with 
the minimum risks to our environment 
and our social cohesion.

 • Improving data sources: The lack of 
relevant focused data is an issue that 
has presented itself several times in this 
report. The new authority would quickly 
build up the experience necessary to 
introduce new datasets and so improve 
the quality of the debate.

 • Learning from other countries: 
Demographic change – in one direction 
or another – is an issue that concerns 
nearly every country. Accordingly, 
much research is going on about 
the implications.

Research on just three countries – 
the Netherlands, Denmark and 
Japan – revealed a number of 
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interesting points. This suggests that 
there is much useful information to 
be gathered in a wider study.

 • Increasing our total fertility rate 
(TFR): There are those who argue that 
an appropriate range of government 
policies might reverse the recent 
decline in our TFR, and that this would 
have a significant beneficial impact 
on our social cohesion. Research could 
usefully explore the nature and causes 
of this ‘fertility gap’.

 • Population balance: We are all 
accustomed to seeing the pictograph 
representation of the age distribution 
of the country’s population following 
the shape of a Christmas tree. 
Historically, the tree has always 
had significantly lower (i.e. early 
age branches) – resulting in an ever 
increasing population – a feature 
that presents a particular challenge 
to an already relatively crowded 
island such as the UK. But that 
shape is now changing, shaped by 
an interplay between increasing life 
expectancy, a lower natural increase 
of births, and increased immigration. 
Research into this interplay – causes 
and consequences – could help 
the development of appropriate 
long-term policies.

Conclusion
There will be those who, unsurprisingly, 
say that this is a futile endeavour. They 
will argue that the canvas is too broad, 
the existing conflicting points of view 
too noisy and well dug in, and the time 
taken to show the benefits of a different 
approach too long for the modern public 
attention span and, no less importantly, 
for the political cycle.

To those I say: the definition of insanity 
is doing the same thing over and over 
again and expecting different results. 
Over the last quarter of a century, 
demographic issues have been bubbling 
below the surface of our society with an 
increasing tendency to break through – 
sometimes violently. It is self-evident 

that demographic projections over the 
next half century give rise to very special 
challenges for the UK as an already 
relatively crowded small island. We are 
undoubtedly living in a more febrile 
political climate, and it is not hard to see 
how this issue, left unaddressed, could 
drive people to extreme parties.

Of course, we can muddle along, hoping 
for the best, using some short-term 
expedients to assuage the more obvious 
signs of public disquiet and so ‘kicking the 
can down the road’. But we have to accept 
that the public are increasingly concerned 
about this issue, and that it is the public 
who can determine election results. In the 
polling described in chapter 6, two-thirds 
of those polled have noticed an increased 
population in their own region; 60% think 
that the country has too little space for its 
existing population; and more than 80% 
think that population growth has had 
a negative impact. More importantly, 70% 
think that the government does not have 
a plan to manage population growth, with 
overall 56% supporting the establishment 
of an official body to provide advice 
on managing the country’s population 
growth (68% and 65% in the case of 
Labour and Liberal Democrat voters).

So, when the country enters the second 
half of the 21st century and, as seems 
likely, short-term fixes have proved 
insufficient, people may then be 
tempted – when so much will be seen to 
have been largely or entirely predictable – 
to ask why, as a country, we did not 
have the determination to look forward 
and adopt policies that more directly 
addressed the concerns of the settled 
population of the country whose general 
welfare must surely be the primary 
objective of any government.
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