The announcement comes on the heels
of a broader governmental initiative to
tackle illegal migration, which has seen
record numbers entering the country
in recent years. The Home Secretary
emphasised that migration has always
been a vital part of Britain's identity, but
the unprecedented scale of recent arrivals
necessitates a re-evaluation of existing
policies. In her statement, Shabana
Mahmood highlighted, ‘Between 2021 and
2024, we have seen net migration of an
additional 2.6 million people. Around one
in every 30 people in this country today
arrived in these four years’.

In the year ending Q2 2025, there were
163,000 grants of settlement, up 18% from
the previous year. However, these figures
are expected to significantly increase over
the next 5 years, with around 1.6 million
people forecast to settle between 2026
and 2030. Subject to a consultation, the
Home Secretary was at pains to articulate
a vision of migration that respects both
the contributions of newcomers and the
concerns of local communities facing
demographic shifts.

At the heart of these reforms is the
introduction of an "Earned Settlement”
model, which prioritises those who
demonstrate a commitment to integrating
into British society. This model is expected
to affect nearly two million migrants who
arrived in the UK between 2021 and 2024,
marking a significant transition for those
who have come to seek a better life.

One of the most notable proposals is
the increase in the qualifying period for
permanent residency from five to ten years,
with additional reductions available for
those who make substantial contributions
to society. The Home Secretary highlighted
that this shift aims to ensure that settling
in the UK becomes a privilege that must be
earned rather than a right granted after a
predetermined period.

Under the new rules, low-paid workers,
particularly those who entered through the
Health and Social Care visa scheme, could
face a baseline qualifying period of fifteen
years. This route, which was previously
plagued by abuse, has long since been
closed to new entrants.

For migrants who rely on benefits,
the waiting period for settlement may
quadruple to twenty years, making it the
longest in Europe. Additionally, those
who have entered the UK illegally may be

subjected to an unprecedented thirty-year
wait, a measure intended to deter illegal
immigration and uphold the integrity of
the immigration system.

In contrast, the government recognises
the importance of certain sectors in
driving economic growth. Healthcare
professionals, such as doctors and nurses
employed in the National Health Service
(NHS), could therefore retain a five-year
path to settlement. Likewise, high earners
and entrepreneurs may find their paths
accelerated, being eligible for settlement
after just three years. The consultation on
proposals to reform the current settlement
rules therefore seeks views on a number of
ideas including the somewhat contentious
notion of linking earned reductions to
earnings. Specifically, a proposal that
applicants should attract a shorter qualifying
period for settlement if they have, in the 3
years immediately prior to applying, earned
a taxable annual income of above £50,270
(earning a reduction of 5 years) or £125,140
(earning a reduction of 7 years).

The government has also proposed
penalties for those who exploit the
system, ensuring that the settlement
process becomes more stringent. The
Home Secretary indicated that a clean
criminal record will be a prerequisite
for settlement, aligning with the
government's broader agenda to maintain
public safety and uphold community
standards. We will need to wait to see
if minor indiscretions, like low-level
shoplifting and road traffic offences, will
put migrants at risk of not meeting the
‘clean’ criminal record requirement.

A significant emphasis of the proposed new
policy is on integration and contribution.
Individuals who engage in community
volunteering or provide significant
economic contributions could be rewarded
with shorter waiting periods for settlement.
The Home Office is considering whether
giving back to the local community should
be recognised as a form of contribution
towards earned settlement.

It is hoped that the consultation period
for these proposals will explore how best



to implement these changes while ensuring
fairness and compassion for those already
residing in the UK. Current residents with
settled status will not be affected by these
new rules, reinforcing the government's
commitment to uphold the promises made
to individuals who have already established
their lives in the UK.

The rapid pace of migration over the past
few years highlights the need for a more
structured and equitable immigration
system that balances the needs of the
country. However, in doing so, the
government must ensure that the new
migration model also reflects the diverse
experiences and perspectives of those it
will affect.

It is hoped that the public will engage
in the published consultation process.
Stakeholders including community leaders
and advocacy groups should not hesitate in
providing feedback on how these changes
will impact their communities.

This consultation is open to anyone who
wishes to share their views and runs for 12
weeks. After this period, the government
will set out its preferred option, or
combination of options. Undoubtedly, the

emphasis will be on significantly reducing
the number of settlement grants over the
coming years. Smith Stone Walters strongly
advises that anyone wishing to share their
views complete the questionnaire by
Thursday 12 February, 2026.

With change comes complexity. If you are
confused by any of the alterations, we

suggest reaching out qualified immigration
advisers for clarification. Mistakes can be
costly, especially for employees whose
relocation depends on securing their visa
authorisation on time.

If you would like to find out more
about the integrated global immigration
services offered by Smith Stone Walters
and our parent company Envoy Global,
please contact us today.
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