A bill to strengthen Britain's borders

The new borders, citizenship and immigration bill will ensure that people building a new life here have earned the right to do so

Phil Woolas (www.guardian.co.uk, Tuesday 2 June 2009) 

People are calling for greater transparency in the workings of parliament and that is why we're taking the opportunity to talk about the importance of the borders, citizenship and immigration bill. We are already seeing the benefits of the huge changes we have made to the immigration system – the points-based system is now up and running, border staff are stopping more illegals coming here than ever before and 30,000 ID cards have been issued to foreign nationals.

But we're not stopping there. The bill, which has its second reading in the Commons today, will allow us to go even further. It contains measures to radically change the path to citizenship by introducing a new probationary citizenship stage. This means that the earliest an economic migrant will be able to become a citizen or permanent resident will be six years after entry. For some, it could take as long as 10 years. This will ensure foreign nationals earn the right to be here, it will break the automatic link between temporary and permanent stay in the UK, and it will delay migrants' access to benefits and so save taxpayers millions of pounds.

These changes will ensure that people who look to build a new life in Britain have earned the right to do so. We expect people who want to become citizens to be committed to the country and to have contributed to it. And these rules will apply to every foreign national – regardless of race or gender.

I want our border to be as strong as it can be. And that is why this bill proposes to introduce targeted, intelligence-led controls on air and sea routes for people travelling between the Republic of Ireland and the UK. This does not mean fixed controls on the land border between the Republic of Ireland and Northern Ireland, and it will not affect those travelling between Northern Ireland and the rest of the UK – it just means our border is as tough as it can be.

This is not the only way this bill will strengthen the border. It will also give frontline staff of the UK Border Agency combined customs and immigration powers to ensure they can continue to crack down on illegal immigration and the smuggling of drugs, tobacco and weapons.

Their achievements so far are impressive. Last year they prevented 28,000 attempts to cross the channel illegally and since the e-Borders system was introduced it has screened more than 80 million passengers travelling to and from the UK – leading to more than 3,000 arrests, including arrests of murderers, drug dealers and sex offenders. Last year the Border Agency deported more than 5,000 foreign criminals and issued over 1,800 fines worth over £18m against employers who knowingly hire illegal workers. This bill will mean that next year they can do even more.

