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HOW WILL BREXIT 
AFFECT LOCAL AND 
NATIONAL SKILLS 
NEEDS?
Skills are on the political agenda as never before. Almost two-thirds of UK employers say 
they have skills shortages1 and that could rise as the labour market adapts to automation, the 
green economy and emerging sectors. 

Brexit is another factor. EU nationals currently account for almost one in 10 of the UK 
workforce and 14% of employers have sought to recruit EU workers in response to skills 
gaps.2  As things stand, the UK is set to leave the EU on 31st January 2020 and freedom of 
movement for EU, EEA and Swiss citizens will end. It will become more difficult to recruit EU 
workers not already living in the UK. 

This could have a particularly significant impact on sectors that rely heavily on EU workers, 
especially those offering short-term seasonal work. It will be interesting to see the results 
of the Department for Education’s Employer Skills Survey 2019, due out next year, which 
involved 80,000 employers from May to November 2019. 

This is particularly so as Britain’s departure from the EU has been postponed three times 
since the DfE’s last Employer Skills Survey was conducted in 2017. The survey could indicate 
whether the extensions to Article 50 have allowed businesses to become better prepared for 
their post-Brexit skills needs or exacerbated their concerns about access to skilled labour.

Our report on the 2017 survey results highlighted that Brexit could affect all sectors of the 
labour market and all skills levels. While EU workers accounted for a higher percentage of 
the workforce in sectors such as Hotels & Restaurants (19%) and Primary3 & Utilities (18%), 
they also comprised a sizeable proportion of the workforce in Information & Communications 
(13%), Business Services (11%), Health & Social Work (8%) and Financial Services (7%). [See 
Figure 2.3, Employer Skills Survey 2017]

More than half (53%) of all Hotels & Restaurants and four in 10 (38%-41%) in Health & Social 
Work, Information & Communications, Manufacturing, and Transport & Storage had sought EU 
nationals for their vacancies. Ninety per cent of employers seeking overseas workers for hard-
to-fill vacancies had looked for EU nationals; only half had also sought non-EU nationals. [See 
Figure 3.12, Employer Skills Survey 2017]

1 Open University Business Barometer 2019 (OU, 2019). Available at http://www.open.ac.uk/
business/Business-Barometer-2019
2 Employer Skills Survey 2017 (DfE, 2018). Available at https://www.gov.uk/government/
publications/employer-skills-survey-2017-uk-report
3 Primary & Utilities includes agriculture and mining/quarrying, as well as utilities such as gas, 
water and electricity
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The national picture is reflected in Greater Manchester. Analysis commissioned by Greater 
Manchester Combined Authority4 shows that the city region employs large numbers of 
EU citizens, particularly in Distribution, Hotels & Restaurants (26,000), Banking & Finance 
(14,000), Manufacturing (13,000), and Public Administration, Education & Health (12,000). 

Of course, this does not mean post-Brexit skills shortages are guaranteed. Any change in 
immigration policy could affect the supply and demand of skills. It is also worth pointing out 
that current government policy would enable EU citizens not already resident here before 
Brexit to apply for temporary residence for up to 36 months. [EU, EEA and Swiss citizens 
living here before Brexit will be able to apply for permission to stay.] There will also be new 
immigration policies supporting recruitment for skilled / hard-to-fill roles.  

But it does mean the UK has to become more self-reliant when it comes to skills education 
and training. Further education colleges, higher technical education and apprenticeships are 
absolutely critical to the UK’s economic growth post-Brexit and to meet the challenges of the 
fourth industrial revolution, climate change and an ageing population.

We’re working together with leaders and businesses across Greater Manchester to deliver the 
skills needed to achieve the local industrial strategy and create a thriving and fair economy 
that benefits everyone who lives here. 

4 Greater Manchester and Brexit (GMCA, 2018). Available at https://www.greatermanchester-
ca.gov.uk/media/1624/gmca___brexit_v2__.pdf
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Graphics reproduced from DfE Employer Skills Survey 2017

Figure 2.3, Employer Skills Survey 2017
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Figure 3.12, Employer Skills Survey 2017
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