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The UK automotive industry benefits from access to the skills and experience of EU and global employees. A 
flexible and moveable workforce is key to competitiveness and growth. As a fully integrated global industry 
we also benefit from UK staff being easily mobile and accessible within the EU.  
 
Levels of non-UK EU automotive workers 
In total the UK automotive sector employs 814,000 
people with 169,000 directly in manufacturing. Economy 
wide, it is estimated that EU migrants account for around 
10% of the total UK working population1. SMMT 
estimates automotive manufacturing to have 10-11% EU 
migrants in the workforce, which aligns with both ONS 
and EEF estimates for UK manufacturing2. However, 
depending on the company this can vary significantly: 
 

 A range of factors influence EU worker levels – for example, site/location, company, business size, 
ownership (i.e. non-UK) and type of business (i.e. component manufacturer, aftermarket). 

 In automotive supply-chain companies, there is significant variation in the levels of EU workers (from 
0% to over 30%). Such companies also vary in size, from small (-50 employees) to large Tier 1 
employers. 

 Anecdotally, we are aware that within the automotive value chain, some areas other than 
manufacturing may have greater levels of EU employees, such as within logistics and retail i.e. 
drivers or distribution centre staff, or retail staff and garage technicians 

 Automotive companies typically employ the majority of their workforce on permanent contracts. 
Employees who are temporary/contractor/agency workers are more likely to be EU migrants than 
those on permanent contracts3. 

 
Skill levels, job roles and intra-company transfers and movement 
UK automotive manufacturing has a skills gap of around 5,000 people, with a particularly acute demand for 
engineering skills. This skills gap is projected to increase. EU skills and talent are utilised in all aspects of 
automotive business in the UK as companies seek the best available talent to fill a role - UK automotive 
employs non-UK EU workers in senior executive/leadership, finance, customer service, HR, engineers, 
technicians, IT and shop floor workers. All automotive roles require skills and training, whether gained from 
previous employment or other experience and on the job training, and this includes manufacturing/production 
roles. Automotive roles can be very rewarding both financially and in terms of career/role progression. 
 
Many automotive companies have multiple plants throughout the EU and employees are often moved 
between plants to meet specific short-term engineering, manufacturing or management needs. Additionally, 
many companies choose to move employees around to aid their professional development, improving the 
quality and competiveness of the business. Such movement is known as intra-company transfers (ICTs). 

 Moving staff between sites is part of how automotive organisations structure their businesses. 

 UK automotive often utilises high-skilled personnel from non-UK HQs including leadership/board 
level. 

 ICTs last for varied durations. Short term ICTs are typically for projects (skills/knowledge 
requirement) or development related reasons and last 3-14 months. Long-term ICTs are typically for 
key strategic roles, skills/knowledge required on a project, career development, technical expertise 
and can last between 2-5 years, often including relocation with families.   

 Long-term ICTs are often provided with a significant package, with well-paid roles and including 
family support i.e. private healthcare, schooling. 

                                                 
1 ONS 
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/populationandmigration/internationalmigration/articles/migrationandthelabourm
arketuk/2016 
2 ONS 
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/populationandmigration/internationalmigration/articles/migrationandthelabourm
arketuk/2016#what-industry-and-occupations-did-non-uk-nationals-work-in 
EEF 
https://www.eef.org.uk/resources-and-knowledge/research-and-intelligence/industry-reports/making-migration-work-for-manufacturers 
3 Anecdotal from SMMT member feedback 

https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/populationandmigration/internationalmigration/articles/migrationandthelabourmarketuk/2016
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/populationandmigration/internationalmigration/articles/migrationandthelabourmarketuk/2016
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/populationandmigration/internationalmigration/articles/migrationandthelabourmarketuk/2016#what-industry-and-occupations-did-non-uk-nationals-work-in
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/populationandmigration/internationalmigration/articles/migrationandthelabourmarketuk/2016#what-industry-and-occupations-did-non-uk-nationals-work-in
https://www.eef.org.uk/resources-and-knowledge/research-and-intelligence/industry-reports/making-migration-work-for-manufacturers
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The automotive industry has experience of employing or transferring non-EU nationals (so called tier-2 
route). This is complex, burdensome and costly (new skills charge, healthcare payments, increased visa 
costs), making EU staff access even more attractive. Industry would not want to see this approach replicated 
for any EU migration system.  
 
Impact of the UK's withdrawal from the EU 
The automotive sector has made significant progress in identifying opportunities to grow the supply chain, 
and, through the Automotive Council, has put strategies in place to meet the opportunities offered by future 
technologies. This has translated into increased vehicle output and an increasing share of supply chain work 
being won by UK suppliers, increasing the imperative to address the skills and employment challenges 
facing the sector. The joint Automotive Council and Automotive Industrial Partnership Report of early 2016 
set out skills needs to both fill current vacancies and to meet the needs of a growing industry.  However, the 
potential loss of access to the EU workforce and uncertainty over the status of current EU workers is already 
presenting a challenge to UK automotive’s growth trajectory and ambitions. Other issues identified include 
retention of current workers, issues exacerbated by an ageing workforce and also the significant increases in 
costs for non-EU worker recruitment i.e. with health charges and the new Skills Levy. 
 
Further work has identified the UK’s advantage on labour market flexibility, as well as the UK’s less 
advantageous position on engineering and wider skills availability. The efficiency and flexibility of the labour 
market are critical for ensuring that workers are allocated to their most effective use in the economy. 
 
High labour flexibility allows easy shifting of workers from one economic activity to another, rapidly and at 
low cost – and allows for wage fluctuations while minimising social disruption. Critically, it gives companies 
the confidence to rapidly take-on employees to meet high market demand – and those employees will 
perform high-value, high-productivity work. Flexibility is seen as a key strength of the UK. Additional 
administrative and cost burdens for moving skills, even for short periods, and a reduction in the ease access 
to skills will reduce UK industry competitiveness and risks creating the perception that the UK is not open for 
business. 
 

 
Priority 
 

 
Solution 

 
Certainty on the right-to-
work status of EU nationals 
already in the UK. 
 

 
 Early statement confirming the right-to-work status of EU 

nationals already in the UK and certainty for their 
dependents. 

 
Flexibility to for automotive 
workers to move between 
plants at short-notice with 
no or minimal cost and 
administrative burdens.  

 

 
 An immigration system which includes the flexibility of 

automotive workers to move between plants at short-notice 
with no or minimal cost and administrative burdens. 
 

 
Access to EU workers to 
support UK automotive 
critical skills gap challenge 
and workforce flexibility.  

 

 
 An immigration system which maintains access to EU 

workers as required for automotive requirements with no or 
minimal administrative or cost burdens. 
 

 
Maintain the UK’s 
competitive advantage of a 
flexible workforce. 

 
 

 
 Continuity in the UK’s competitive advantage of a skilled and 

flexible workforce. 

 
 


