
 
 
Option What is it? Where is it used? Would it work for the UK? 
Points-based 
system 

In the event of a vote for Brexit, the ‘Vote Leave’ 
campaign advocated introducing a points-based 
immigration system. 
 
This model admits immigrants on the basis of 
whether they meet a points threshold. Points are 
awarded to applicants for fulfilling the ‘desirable’ 
criteria set out by the Government. 
 
In other countries, desirable characteristics have 
commonly included age, occupation (e.g. skilled 
occupations and/or sectors where the host 
country is experiencing a workforce shortage), 
work experience, education levels, language 
competency and previous experience working 
abroad. 
 

Australia, Canada and 
New Zealand all operate 
variations of a points-
based system. 

Rejected by the PM. 
 
Theresa May has rejected a points based system, 
arguing that it wouldn’t offer enough control over 
immigration numbers. 
 
Since this system admits immigrants who meet the 
criteria whether they have a job offer or not (although 
points can be awarded for this also), it has traditionally 
been used by countries seeking to attract large 
numbers of skilled immigrants and increase their 
populations – like Australia and Canada. This is at odds 
with the Government’s objective to reduce net 
immigration to the tens of thousands. 
 
Additionally, whilst the immigrants themselves would 
be skilled, there would be nothing to prevent them 
from taking up lower skilled jobs if they failed to find a 
job at their skills level – potentially reducing their 
economic contribution to the host country. 
 

Expanding the 
current non-EEA 
work permit 
system to EEA 
nationals  

A work permit system has been proposed as an 
alternative that would offer greater control than 
a points-based system. 
 
Like a points-based system, applicants are 
prioritised according to how well they fulfil a set 
of desirable criteria. However, unlike a points-
based system, work permits are allocated on a 

The UK currently 
operates a work permit 
system for non-EEA 
nationals. 

Offers greatest control but risks economic impact. 
 
A key challenge with expanding the existing system is 
that it doesn’t currently offer permits for low-skilled 
immigrants, as free movement of EU workers provides a 
steady supply of low-skilled workers. 
 
Post-Brexit, industries who rely on low-skilled labour 

http://www.voteleavetakecontrol.org/restoring_public_trust_in_immigration_policy_a_points_based_non_discriminatory_immigration_system.html
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-politics-37271420


quota basis – meaning not everyone who meets 
the criteria is automatically entitled to enter the 
country. This option would offer the Government 
control over both immigration type and numbers. 

from the EU (like food production and agriculture) will 
either need to find another source of low-skilled labour 
from the UK workforce, or the government will need to 
introduce a permit system for low-skilled workers.   
 

Expanding the 
current permit 
system with 
more generous 
terms for EEA 
citizens 

Some have suggested that EEA migration could 
be controlled using work permits, but under a 
more generous regime than the one which 
governs non-EEA migration. This could include 
permits for low-skilled workers (not currently 
available to non-EEA workers)  

A version of the UK’s 
current work permit 
system. 

Controls numbers but mitigates impact on key sectors 
 
This system would enable the Government to control 
numbers, while allowing sectors that are reliant on 
unskilled EU labour to maintain labour supply.  

 
 

http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2016/08/24/low-skilled-migrants-will-have-to-apply-for-work-permits-under-p/

