
 
Factsheet on non-EU migration and Europe's refugee crisis  

Summary/Soundbite 

The UK has a privileged position on migration and home affairs under the EU Treaties. It maintains 
control of its own borders and does not participate in Schengen, but can 'opt in' to EU asylum and 
immigration measures judged to be in the national interest.   

Europe is currently grappling with the largest refugee crisis since World War II. This has exposed 
weaknesses in the EU’s migration and border management systems, which are currently being 
radically overhauled. The EU is also mobilising billions of Euros of assistance for refugees in Turkey, 
Jordan and Lebanon, which currently host over 4 million displaced Syrians. 

The impact of Europe’s refugee crisis on the UK is comparatively limited – it received a mere 38,000 
of the 1.2 million asylum applications made in the EU in 2015 (3.2%).  In comparison, almost ten 
times more visas (375,000) were granted to non-EU nationals for study or work, based on UK rules 
unaffected by EU legislation1. This shows that leaving the EU would not significantly affect the main 
drivers of non-EU migration to the UK. 

The EU has also provided a humane response in the face of many crises and in handling some of the 
deeper problems at its borders, from helping save lives in the Mediterranean to designing rules to 
combat human trafficking and protect its victims. 

A bit more detail… 

The UK and EU cooperation on Migration and Home Affairs 

Arrangements under the EU’s Lisbon Treaty allow the UK to enjoy the 'best of both worlds' on EU 
migration and home affairs cooperation.  When legislation in these areas is proposed by the 
European Commission, the UK may choose within three months to participate in the initiative – 
otherwise it will not be bound by it. A House of Lords EU Select Committee inquiry on the UK’s opt-in 
Protocol found in 2014 that the system provides a ‘very effective safeguard’ against participation in 
EU legislation that is not considered to be in the national interest.  

The UK has chosen not to be bound by most legislation applied by EU Member States related to the 
functioning of the borderless Schengen area. National policy on border controls, the issuance of 
short-stay visas, legal immigration and asylum is primarily determined by Westminster.  

However, EU membership has allowed the UK to participate in a number of initiatives that boost 
its ability to address the transnational challenges posed by migration, including: 

1 According to UK Home Office data, in 2015 a total of 165,977 work-related visas and 210,348 study-related 
visas were granted to non-EU nationals.  
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http://ec.europa.eu/dgs/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/european-agenda-migration/press-material/index_en.htm
http://data.unhcr.org/syrianrefugees/regional.php
http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/documents/2995521/7203832/3-04032016-AP-EN.pdf/790eba01-381c-4163-bcd2-a54959b99ed6
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/jha-opt-in-and-schengen-opt-out-protocols--3
http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/ld201415/ldselect/ldeucom/136/13613.htm
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/immigration-statistics-october-to-december-2015/work
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/immigration-statistics-october-to-december-2015/summary
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/immigration-statistics-october-to-december-2015/summary


 
• The Dublin Regulation, which allows the UK to return asylum seekers arriving from 

another EU Member State to the first EU country they entered.  Between 2008 and 2014, 
the UK returned more than 6,000 asylum seekers to other EU countries under this 
Regulation2.  

• EU funding on migration. The UK will also receive over €370 million from the EU’s 
Asylum, Migration and Integration Fund between 2014 and 2020. Home Secretary 
Theresa May has highlighted the importance of EU funding in supporting refugee 
resettlement to the UK, community integration projects for migrants, and the return of 
irregular migrants. 

• Several EU readmission agreements, which play an essential role in facilitating the return 
of irregular migrants to non-EU countries ranging from Russia, to Sri Lanka, to Turkey. 

• The EU anti-trafficking Directive, which has driven up standards across Europe on 
fighting against human trafficking and protecting victims. UK participation has facilitated 
the prosecution of UK nationals involve in human trafficking elsewhere in Europe. 

• The Schengen Information System, which UK authorities can access for law enforcement 
purposes.  This allows the sharing of security alerts with Schengen states related to 
missing persons, and objects or persons related to criminal offences.   

Europe’s Refugee Crisis and the UK 

The number of refugees or internally displaced worldwide has risen to an unprecedented number of 
over 60 million.  The crisis will not end until its root causes – notably the war in Syria and instability in 
Europe's neighbourhood – are addressed. But the EU is taking action to strengthen its migration and 
border policies to bring order into the current inflows, provide a humane response to refugees, and 
safeguard the economic benefits of the Schengen area3. Key measures taken include: 

• The tripling of resources for Frontex operations in the Mediterranean, which has saved 
250,000 lives in 2015. 

• A doubling of EU funding for 2015 and 2016 to support Member States and non-EU 
countries on migration from €4.6 billion to €10.5 billion. 

• The launch of a scheme to relocate 160,000 asylum seekers from countries of first arrival 
(Italy and Greece) to other EU Member States. 

• Agreement on a joint action plan on migration with Turkey and a €3 billion facility to improve 
the living conditions of the 3 million refugees the country is currently hosting.  

The UK received 38,000 asylum seekers in 2015, which is four times less than Sweden, a country with 
a population of only 9.5 million. The UK does not participate in EU schemes to relocate asylum 
seekers from Italy and Greece. The most high profile symptom of Europe's refugee crisis in the UK 
has been the build-up of migrants at Calais. At the end of January 2016, the total number of migrants 
around Calais was estimated at 4,000. In contrast, an average of over 5,000 refugees per day arrived 

2 Source: Eurostat data on Dublin transfers. 
3 The costs of rolling back Schengen would be between €5 billion and €18 billion per year. There are 1.7 million 
cross-border commuters in Europe, and 52.4 million cross-border freight transport operations occur each year. 
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http://ec.europa.eu/dgs/home-affairs/financing/fundings/migration-asylum-borders/asylum-migration-integration-fund/index_en.htm
http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201212/cmhansrd/cm120425/wmstext/120425m0001.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/dgs/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/irregular-migration-return-policy/return-readmission/index_en.htm
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=URISERV:jl0058
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/97846/human-trafficking-legislation.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/97846/human-trafficking-legislation.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/421540/SISII_General_Information_document.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/421540/SISII_General_Information_document.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/dgs/home-affairs/what-we-do/policies/european-agenda-migration/proposal-implementation-package/docs/managing_the_refugee_crisis_state_of_play_20160210_en.pdf
http://www.bbc.com/news/uk-35394673
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http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/ATAG/2016/579074/EPRS_ATA(2016)579074_EN.pdf


 
on the Greek islands from Turkey in September 2015. To manage the situation in Calais, the UK relies 
on effective cooperation with France, which allows UK border controls to be conducted on French 
territory. French President Francois Hollande has warned that current arrangements could be put 
into question if the UK leaves the EU.  

Non-EU migration to the UK – overall drivers 

 

Even if it currently attracts fewer headlines, the table above shows that non-EU migration has 
consistently made up a higher proportion of net migration to the UK than EU migration.   

The UK's economy remains reliant on being able to attract global talent. Of the 165,000 visas 
granted to non-EU labour migrants in 2015, the majority (92,000) went to workers with skills 
identified in the government's Shortage Occupation List.  The list is determined annually based on 
analysis of skills required by the UK labour market which cannot effectively be filled by UK or EU 
workers. The largest sectors in 2014 were ICT, scientific and technical activities, finance and 
insurance, and health and social care.   

The global reputation of the UK's universities means that student migration also makes up a large 
proportion of non-EU migration. Between September 2014 and 2015, 117,000 students arrived in the 
UK with the intention of remaining for a year or more.  London First and PwC have estimated that 
international students in London alone bring a net benefit of £2.3 billion to the economy. 
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An exit from the EU would not affect the drivers of these dominant forms of non-EU migration to 
the UK. It would however put the UK's cooperation with European partners on irregular migration 
and asylum into question, and would ensure that the UK loses its seat at the table when key 
decisions on EU migration policy are made (e.g. a possible review of the Dublin Regulation).  
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