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RECESSION AND MIGRATION BRIEFING

In times of recession, when there is greater competition for jobs, increasing unemployment, and the erosion of wages and conditions, people can turn against each other.  Groups of people are often scapegoated and blamed for these conditions.  In particular migrants often get blamed.  They are accused of ‘coming over here and taking our jobs’.  Industrial disputes concerning unemployment and job security have recently thrown up slogans such as “British Jobs for British Workers”.  

These sentiments are not the sole preserve of extremists.  On the contrary they are the common discourse of popular newspapers and mainstream politicians.  Indeed the Prime Minister Gordan Brown advanced the slogan “British Jobs for British Workers”.  But the fact that these ideas have such a common currency strengthens the hand of far-right extremists who seek to whip up hatred against particular groups particularly migrants.  This was reflected in the recent European Union elections.
Revised Figures – False Alarms

In the autumn of 2007 the Government reviewed the figures on migrant labour and made an upward revision of the figures.   This made alarming reading in the newspapers at the time and the figures were talked about once more when the recession took hold. 

It was said that the number of ‘foreign workers’ in the UK has increased by 1.1 million over the last ten years as opposed to the previous government figure of 800,000 (approximately).  A related revision is that 52% of new jobs created over the last 10 years have been taken by ‘foreign workers’ (as opposed to the previously stated 40%).  
Global Crisis
It seems like simple common sense.  In a recession anything which increases the competition for scarce jobs makes it harder to get a job.  Therefore, so the story goes, immigration causes unemployment.  
However if we look closer the argument falls apart.  The recession is global.  Everywhere in the world things are getting worse and there are less jobs.  And the jobs that are left pay less and they expect people to work longer hours.  So this drives people to move around in search of work.  So it is not migrants who create the competition.  Migration in search of work is CAUSED by competition.  British workers go abroad in search of work too.  
It is wrong that individuals and communities are uprooted in order to search for work, whether they are leaving Britain or coming here.  But by the same token everyone should have the right 
to work.  British born workers should not be considered more worthy or needy than other workers and, conversely, British born workers should be able to travel and work elsewhere in the world, and they do.

Consumers are Producers

In general producers are consumers too.  In fact there are more consumers – children, the elderly and so forth.  This is true wherever you come from.  So in a rational economy, if there are more people needing jobs on the one hand, there are on the other hand more goods and services that need to be provided.  So again there is no reason why immigration should create unemployment. 
Useful Work
There is a lot of useful work that needs to be done.  Look at the building trade for example.  This is one of the sectors severely hit by the recession.  But there is a serious problem of homelessness in this country.  There a thousands of dilapidated homes waiting to be renovated and also the need for new homes.  There are people living in sub-standard accommodation freezing cold in the winter.  There are homes that need lagging.  People suffer ill health and fuel poverty.  And the energy they waste trying to keep warm contributes to global warming.  So there is a massive need for building projects.  It certainly isn’t the case that there are too many builders and related workers for the human and social need.  There is plenty of work to be done.  It is the economy that leads to people being jobless despite the fact that there is so much to do.  So it’s a nonsense to say that immigration is the cause of the problem.
There are many jobs which secure British residents do not want to do.  These are often filled by migrant workers.  We would not want to argue that this is intrinsically good – there ought not to be second class citizens who just do the dirty jobs – but it means that the idea of ‘foreign workers’ taking ‘British jobs’ does not represent the reality.  On the contrary, the extent that workers from abroad are working demonstrates how they are contributing to the wealth of Britain.

It has been argued that in an ageing population Britian needs far more migrants working here.

Cycles

Unemployment tends to come in cycles that are not determined by migration – booms and slumps which are more or less sharp or frequent according to government economic policies. History does not show a correlation between high unemployment and high levels of migration.  When lots of migrant workers come to fill jobs it is usually when there are more jobs around compared to elsewhere in the world. When unemployment is on the increase, people are unlikely to come for work reasons, and many will leave, as will British born workers.  For example, since those figures were published in 2007 a substantial proportion of Polish workers have left the country.  Figures just out show that net migration into Britain fell from 209,000 in 2007 to 118,000 in 2008.  Between April and June of this year the numbers of workers applying to join the Worker Registration Scheme is down 49% as compared to the previous quarter.  Some economists are worried about the effect this drop will have on the British econonmy.
Unfair Rules and Controls
There are laws and rules, nationally and internationally, that makes things worse and which are slanted to put the blame on migrants.  There have been some recent important European Court rulings which allow companies to pay migrant workers the rate of pay where they have come from rather than the rate of pay where they are working.  So, for example, Lithuanian workers working in Britain can be paid the rate for the job in Lithuania rather than the British rate.  This obviously undermines the wages of workers resident in the UK and is unfair and exploitative to the Lithuanian workers.  But it is not the Lithuanian workers themselves who are the problem but these court rulings.
British Immigration controls themselves cause much of the problem.  Under current legislation it is almost impossible for people from outside the EU to come and live and work here legally.  Whether people come here for a better life, to join their families or to flee persecution, rules stop them working here legally.  This creates a layer of people deemed ‘illegals’ who work for next to nothing or are even slaves.  It is extremely difficult for them to fight for the proper rate for the job, health and safety and so on although more and more people have been joining unions and challenging employers only to find their workplaces subject to immigration raids and paper checks.
‘Foreign’ workers are often treated unequally by employers.  This can work in opposite directions.  Discrimination can keep them out of the labour market.  On the other hand Super-exploitation – low wages and conditions - can mean that they are preferred workers for some employers.

Disunity between different groups of workers leads to wages and conditions of all workers being undermined.
Lessons from History
Hitler’s Nazi Party in Germany in the 1930s campaigned behind the slogan “Three million Jews – three million unemployed”.  Look what happened when they came to power!

In France, the leader of the Front National, Jean Marie Le Pen, copied the slogan almost word for word in the 1980s – “Three million immigrants – three million unemployed”.  Many people were taken in by this and the Front National became a very powerful party with Le Pen being the second most successful candidate in the French presidential elections in 2002. This was the man who called the Holocaust “a mere detail of history”.   Now the French people seem to have seen through the Front National and it is declining in popularity.

Nick Griffin, leader of the British National Party, has modelled the party on the Front National. 
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