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The Path to Citizenship: Next Steps in Reforming the Immigration System

Introduction

Reforms are being introduced across Government with a view to strengthening shared values and citizenship. The purpose of this Green Paper is to set out how reform of a newcomer’s path to citizenship or permanent residence can contribute to this agenda.

The proposals are being made against the backdrop of sweeping changes to the immigration system. These include changes to ensure that those who come to Britain do so in the country’s interests and changes that will improve the policing of the system and protection of borders. The paper proposes a third field of change: the journey newcomers take towards citizenship or permanent residence. It is proposed to make these changes together with a radical simplification of immigration laws. The aim is to publish a partial draft bill for pre legislative scrutiny by the summer and introduce a full bill to Parliament by the end of November 2008.

The objective is to make the immigration system clearer, more streamlined and easier to understand, in the process reducing the possibilities for abuse of the system, maximising the benefits of migration and putting British values at the heart of the system. At the same time it is thought that the current system does not provide enough of an incentive for a migrant to progress to British citizenship. The Government want to encourage people with the right qualifications and commitment to take up citizenship so that they can become fully integrated into society.

Three routes to citizenship and three stages in the journey
There are clear objectives for the changes being made to immigration system. There is a need to bring to Britain the skills and talents, the assets and ideas that it needs to remain one of the world’s leading nations; also to reunite British citizens and permanent residents with their loved ones and to honour a long tradition of providing a safe haven to those fleeing torture and persecution.

In the future, it is proposed that there should be three key routes to naturalisation as a British citizen:

1. Highly skilled/skilled workers under the points based system, and their dependants (economic migrants)

2. Family members of British citizens and permanent residents

3. Those in need of protection (refugees and those granted humanitarian protection)
And there should be three stages in the journey:

1. Temporary residence

2. Probationary citizenship

3. British citizenship/permanent residence

The second stage, probationary citizenship, is a new time limited period between temporary residence and British citizenship or permanent residence.

Earning the right to stay: what is required of migrants to progress through the system
The Government want to set out a clear journey to citizenship for migrants who are eligible to remain permanently in the UK, where the rights and benefits of Britain are matched by responsibilities and the right contribution to the country.
Under new proposals, the journey to citizenship will enable migrants to demonstrate a more visible and a more substantial contribution to Britain as they pass through successive stages. At each stage, the journey will incorporate appropriate requirements that determine whether a migrant can progress. There are four areas where there are proposed changes in the requirements for progression:

a) English language requirements: it is proposed that the current tests for settlement should apply for those seeking to progress to probationary citizenship.

b) Paying tax and becoming self sufficient: it is proposed that there should be minimum time periods that migrants are required to spend in each stage of the process, during which they demonstrate the strength of their contribution to the economy; or their relationship to a British citizen or permanent resident together with a track record of self sufficiency.

c) Obeying the law: newcomers who wish to remain in the country must obey the law of the land. Probationary citizenship will be denied where an applicant has been to prison and they will be required to leave the UK. A migrant’s progress through the system will also be slowed, even where minor offences are committed, so that behaviour that falls below the standards expected has consequences.

d) Joining in with the British way of life: integrating into British life is a crucial part of a newcomers journey to citizenship. Therefore it is proposed to speed up a migrant’s journey through probationary citizenship where they have demonstrated their commitment to the UK by playing an active part in their community.

The impact of migration and access to benefits and services
Migrants are on average net fiscal contributors but it is felt there is a need to take into account any transitional pressures that migrants place on public services and ensure that individuals are not able to place undue demands on benefits and services.
The aim is to:

a) clarify which benefits/services migrants can access at each stage of their journey, providing only restricted access to certain benefits until they reach the British citizenship/permanent residence stage.

b) create a fund to manage the transitional impact of migration, to which newcomers will be asked to contribute extra in payments to the public purse to help alleviate the transitional pressures that migration can bring.

European Economic Area (EEA) Nationals
The reforms to the immigration system outlined in the paper do not affect the rights of EEA nationals. However the Government will maintain a robust approach to EEA nationals who abuse their welcome by committing criminal acts and work with other Member States to strengthen the approach further. The Government will continue restrictions on access to benefits for EEA nationals where they have no intention of exercising their Treaty rights, and will work with other Member States to determine how to improve the integration, including language skills, of EEA nationals. The Government believe that European Member States should also work together to ensure EEA migration works to the benefit of all and that EEA migrants are able to contribute fully to society. The Government will set up two cross departmental teams to look at these issues and will develop proposals to put to EU partners.

Simplifying the system and reforming the law
As the Government look to reform the path to citizenship and continue to transform the immigration system, they need to simplify the law’s current complexity and make it fit for the 21st century. That complexity reduces the efficiency of the decision making process, resulting in delays, increasing the risk of mistakes, making it difficult for migrants and the public to understand the system, making enforcement of the rules more difficult and contributing to a lack of public confidence in the system. Making the law more straightforward and comprehensible will boost the effectiveness of decision making and enforcement, giving applicants a clearer picture of their prospects and helping improve public confidence in the immigration system.

The Government want simplification to make the law more straightforward for all its users, and changes in the law will support and enable the wider work to transform the immigration system and make it more effective.

All existing immigration laws will be replaced with a clear, consistent and coherent legal framework for the control of borders and management of migration. Key provisions will be set out in a single focused piece of primary legislation.
The key principles which the Government believe should underpin the simplification process are that it should:

· Maximise transparency, efficiency, clarity; and that it should
· Minimise the need for further legislation, reliance on concessions outside the rules, inconsistencies, duplication and gaps in powers to resolve cases effectively
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