
MIGRANTS 
AT WORK
MARCH 2021

Impact Report
Photograph: Sophie Gardiner



Who we are

MIGRANTS AT WORK

Migrants at Work [MaW] was set up by Aké Achi, a former child labourer. 

He has worked as a trade union regional organiser in the UK for a number of years.
He holds a BSc in international relations and French and a 
Master’s degree in international human rights law, and is 
currently training to become an employment and immigration 
lawyer. 

Aké was motivated to tackle the challenges faced by migrant 
and BAME workers in the UK labour market he experienced 
in his working and personal life. He could see there was a 
gap in the civil society response to these challenges, and 
felt he needed to do something.

He founded MaW in 2016, bringing on board three other 
directors: Sue Conlan (Immigration lawyer and Director at 
Tactic), Fizza Qureshi (Migrants Rights Network), and Nick 
Clark (Researcher at Middlesex University and lead of the 
Unpaid Britain project).

In 2016 MaW (formerly Right2Work UK) launched its first 
campaign around the Right to Work check.

Judges were impressed by Migrants 
at Work’s impact and achievements, 
especially with a very small budget:

“The organisation is filling a pressing gap in access 
to information and rights-based support, at a 
time when Trade Unions are facing a tremendous 
amount of pressure.

“The Community Integration Awards commends 
Migrants at Work’s inclusive and dynamic 
response to Covid-19, adapting the project to 

respond to pressing needs on the ground. In the 
context of more migrants and BAME workers being 
driven into exploitation, working at the forefront of 
the pandemic and at great risk, this work becomes 
only more important.”

Our aim
We aim to prevent, protect and advocate for the rights of migrants, asylum seekers 
and refugees to tackle the root of immigration status-related human rights abuses 
in the labour market such as labour exploitation, forced and compulsory labour 
and race discrimination.
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Statistic: 6,618,200 migrant and 
BAME workers in the UK 

1

In recent years, the UK’s immigration laws have 
devolved some aspects of immigration control, 
turning an increasing number of citizens 
into informal ‘border guards’ checking the 
entitlement to work, study, have a bank 
account, rent accommodation and much 
else besides. 

Employers were among the first to be 
given this responsibility, required to 
check the immigration status of 
their employees, and subject to 
financial penalties and criminal 
offences if they don’t. Employers 
must comply with the ‘prescribed require-
ments’, often referred to as right to work checks. 
To ensure the validity of their employees’ immigra-
tion documentation, many employers choose to use 
the Home Office Employer Checking Service, seeking 
a ‘Positive Verification Notice’, in order to feel 
protected and sure of their position. 
However, this online checking service can produce 
false negatives for some groups 2, and can therefore 
lead to inadvertent labour market discrimina-
tion: individuals from these groups may 
be unfairly dismissed or refused em-
ployment opportunities despite in fact 
having the statutory right to work. 

Faced with the prospect of fines and 
criminal sanctions, some employers 
may see discrimination as the less 
risky course, thus choosing to instead 
hire the non-migrant candidates – a 
‘safer’ bet. Due to the complexity of 
proving a right to work, other employ-
ers may misinterpret what is required 
of them and discriminate in the belief 
that the law requires them to. All of 
the above makes the labour market a 
far more difficult and complex terrain 
for migrants to navigate and leaves 
migrant workers more vulnerable 
to labour exploitation. In addition, 
migrant workers are vulnerable to 
exploitation as they often neither 
know their rights nor understand 
the legal system. 

THE ISSUES WE TACKLE
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It’s more difficult than I initially realised to find people 
with this intersecting expertise, though immigration 

issues rarely stand-alone - if you have an issue with status 
you often face legal difficulties in other parts of your life. 

There’s a lot of people who are brilliant employment or 
immigration lawyers, but not many who are experienced 

in working at this intersection. He’s the only person I know 
who is doing this kind of thing - he is quite unique from 

what I can see.

Tabatha Pinto, Trainee Solicitor, Refugee Action
(on secondment from Clifford Chance)

“
”

There is a lot of problems in such situations, and people 
simply quit instead of arguing for their rights – because 
of lack of information of what are your rights, and due 
to language barriers.  

Because of receiving the information that I have a right 
to work from Aké, my employers were forced to re-hire 
me. Because I had a backbone with a lot of information 
of what I have the right to stand for.

Samuel, Casework client

“
”

1 The last census in 2011 indicates that there 66,79680. 30,427,000 of them are in employment, of which 23,808,800 are white British. This leaves us with 6,618,200 foreign nationals, including the White ‘EU’ 3 
million and British from BAME backgrounds. Add to this figure, the “British 3 Million who have been recently given permission to settled in the UK. At best the right to work will directly affect 9 618200 migrant 
and BAME workers. However, given that the employers are required to perform the right to work in their entire workforce, including white British, the right to work will affect 33 million people. This does not 
include pending asylum applications and migrants post Brexit, and is based on the census in 2011. 

2 The most vulnerable groups include: Migrants with Continuing Leave; EEA Nationals resident in the UK before 1 January 2021; EEA nationals who settled before 1973; Asylum seekers with permission to 
work; Refugees; People with Indefinite Leave to Enter (ILE) / Remain (ILR) in an expired passport; All individuals who have had an ILR/ILE stamps before November 2008. The government does not collect the 
data; Biometric Residence Permits (BRPs) that are set to expire on 31 December 2024; People with a real or perceived time limit on their right to work; Migrants with no National Insurance number (NINo); 
Migrants with valid immigration documents, but unacceptable for the DBS; Migrants with valid immigration documents, but unacceptable for the European Financial Support (EFS) course; Migrants who get 
involved in industrial actions with Trade Unions

Photograph: Eye for Ebony



Analysing conflict between international laws
We analyse the conflict between different national and international laws 
(trade, migration, human rights, and labour laws), to identify how migrant worker’s 
are left vulnerable to labour rights violations. We work to manage these points of 
conflict through our strategy of prevention; 
protection and reformation. 

1. ‘Prevent’
Informing and engaging on migrant and BAME worker rights and industrial action rights 3

2. ‘Protect’
Advocating for migrants’ rights through casework, representation and referrals

3. ‘Reform’
Campaigning and raising awareness on migrant and BAME worker rights; participating in legal 
action; and contributing to relevant research

‘What I Need to Know’ project
‘What I Need to Know’ project (WINK) was awarded £5000 from MiFriendly Cities in March 2019 
to deliver a ‘social innovation’ project informing and training migrant communities and organi-
sations supporting migrants about migrant employment rights. 

Through delivering WINK, MaW also joined with other MiFriendly Cities social innovation pro-
jects to develop the Network of Migrant Innovators (NOMI), of which Aké is now 
Director. MaW contributed to securing a further £5000 in order to recruit a Network 
Development Officer.

HOW WE WORK

3 Supported by OISC regulated advisors, including those from Refugee and Migrant Centre or Central England Law Centre
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Between March 2019 and February 2021, WINK engaged a total 
of 1068 people through four key areas of work:

WINK ACTIVITIES

We engaged 758 people, including 49 frontline workers, through information 
and training sessions as part of our ‘Prevent’ strategy.

We protected 29 migrants and refugees through casework.

We engaged 265 people through networking, advocacy and legal work, including 
reaching EU Embassies and government agencies to raise awareness our key 
concerns. This is through our ‘Reform’ work.

We collaborated with 16 individuals through our work with the Network of 
Migrant Innovators.
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Informing and engaging on migrant and 
BAME worker rights and industrial action rights

Feedback from the participants of the joint specialist training course:

• Most people said that the overall quality of the trainers, including in terms of 
knowledge of the subject area, understanding trainee needs and responding to 
questions, was very good.
• Most people strongly agreed that the content of the course was well organised, 
and the materials were relevant. 
• Most people strongly agreed that the pace of the training was appropriate.
• Most people agreed or strongly agreed that the activities were easy to understand, 
appropriate in their difficulty and helped them practice their knowledge.

PREVENT

We delivered 27 group training sessions in collaboration with Central England Law 
Centre, reaching 709 migrants, refugees and BAME workers, and members of the 
general public; and 23 frontline workers 

We delivered one specialist training course in partnership with Refugee Action, 
reaching 26 frontline OISC accredited workers.

We developed one specialist training course in partnership with Coventry University’s 
Centre for Trust, Peace and Social Relations. This course will be delivered later in 2021.
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IMPACT: PREVENT

Ake’s session about the right to work for refugee and 
migrants came to my community at the right time. 
The first session was in Feb 2020 seminar where 
around 75 people attended. That was very clear and 
attendees asked a lot of questions. The second ses-
sion was in Zoom during the time people were get-
ting reduced from industries because of the impact 
of COVID-19. Most people attend both seminars and 
more come for support and yes people understand 
what their rights are. And it helps me also where to 
send when a query on right to work comes from my 
community. E.g. I got a phone call recently about an 
employee where their employer (agent) stop calling 
her for work after they find out she is pregnant. So it 
was easy for me where to refer this person to... Ake.

Biniam Haddish, Eritrean Community leader 

“

”

Impact on migrants and BAME workers
• Have a better understanding of their employment rights
• Including a greater understanding of the potential issues around the Right to Work check 
• Feel more confident and empowered to act in instances of discrimination 
   in the labour market 
• Know where to turn for support

100% of respondents to feedback from one info session reported that 
they agreed that they “have a better understanding of my right to work 
and the right to work checks”



Impact on frontline workers
• Understand better about the right to work check and the intersection of immigration 
and employment law 
• Know where to refer more complex cases

Impact on OISC level one and 
two immigration advisors
• Have information, resources and knowledge in order to do low level employment work to 
support clients facing employment issues

The training included access to template letters that advisors could send to employers.

“It’s been really helpful training to help OISC level one and more experienced advi-
sors to identify issues and to know where to refer them on when it’s complex – this 
has been the feedback from the sector.”
Tabatha Pinto, Trainee Solicitor, Refugee Action (on secondment from Clifford Chase)

IMPACT: PROTECT

It enables us to have [the Right to Work issue] in the back of 
our minds. We started recently a volunteer network – and 
will recruit more in the future. It is important information 

for people in the future. Since I’ve had this session, I could 
sign post, and if it is to do with work I would refer to MaW.

Volunteer, Settled

It’s been really helpful training to help OISC level one and 
more experienced advisors to identify issues and to know 

where to refer them on when it’s complex – this has been the 
feedback from the sector.

Tabatha Pinto, Trainee Solicitor, Refugee Action  
(on secondment from Clifford Chance)

“ ”

”“



PROTECT

We supported 29 people through casework, signposting and referrals. 
These individuals were facing a range of rights-related issues, including:

- Unfair dismissal due to errors with the Right to Work check 
- Labour exploitation 
- Immigration-status related discrimination in the labour market / workplace
- Issues with student loans, student visas

We support people by:

- Securing legal advice and representation
- Advising people on their employment rights and the steps they can take 
to challenge / action their concern
- Direct advocacy for clients to employers

We have developed strong referral pathways with ATLEU, Central England Law 
Centre, Coventry Refugee and Migrant Centre, Duncan Lewis Solictors, and others.

Advocating for migrants’ rights through 
casework, representation and referrals

Through all this – 2 months and 18 days – ten days before I 
met Ake I was alone fighting but feeling like… naked hand 

fighting, against a weaponed one. When I met Aké, all things 
was clear for me what I have to do, what is my rights, and 

why I have to fight that to not terminate me. We lack a lot of 
information. Especially at work. Even though it is our rights, 

even though we know it, we don’t gain it. I appealed again, 
and they rehired me straight away, because I had a back-

bone with a lot of info. Ake was so helpful and precise.

Samuel, Casework client, Unfair dismissal”
“



OUTCOMES
As a result of our work, migrant and BAME 
workers have achieved the following outcomes:

”

Gain knowledge and understanding; and feel more 
confident and empowered to assert their rights

“I learnt how to try to give more advice to somebody who got involved in a situation like me. 
[MaW] always ask me if I want to present myself and my experience. I really wanted the oth-
ers to know that we are facing a system that is not complying with human rights. Because of 
what I’ve gone through, I wouldn’t want anyone else to go through it. This is not acceptable for 
a country like UK. Aké gave opportunities for me to present my case, including to a journalist 
and at an event.” - Fabio, EU citizen 

Immigration related labour market discrimination 

One client, who suffered work place discrimination, is also a law student and has been in-
spired by the support he received from MaW to apply his new knowledge and pursue this 
specialism in the future: 

“Now I am studying law. I thought to pick the gauntlet again. I’m very resolute. Ake is an inspi-
ration to me now. I have benefitted so much from his wealth of experience now. Obviously it is 
something I’m looking forward to doing – working with him and seeing what that brings.” Olu, 
casework client

Know where to go for ongoing support

14 clients have been referred to solicitors for legal advice and support

Access justice and support

“He was able to signpost me to so many places that have helped me. I was able to lean on his 
shoulder to put it in the perspective of what was really going on… At every point he helped 
me understand what I have to do, what are my rights, on what points I have to speak on. I was 
not aware of the right to work of Article C – but I came to know from Ake about that one. After 
termination even, I appealed, and there was only one chance of appealing on that case. When 
I appealed again, the Home Office replied to the case. They replied to say that I had the right to 
work, 3 / 4 weeks after the termination… [My employer] rehired me straight away.”  
Samuel, Casework client 
Suspended from work due to error with Right to Work check

Achieve positive outcomes for their issues

Four migrants were reinstated at their jobs as a result of our intervention, two with promotion 
and pay rise, and one agency worker found full time employment.
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IMPACT: REFORM

Campaigning and raising awareness on 
migrant and BAME worker rights; participating in 
legal action; and contributing to relevant research

Activities included:

• Holding a launch meeting for our ‘Responsibility to Prevent’ Campaign, bringing together 
26 experts from the migration sector to work together to prevent labour exploitation. 

• Raising awareness and understanding in the refugee and migrant sector and in government 
departments around issues faced by migrant workers. For example, MaW is part of the GLAA/
NGO’s working group, BASNET the EU commission’s EU Citizen Rights monitoring network 
(made up of EU Embassies, NGOs working on migrants rights and others) and reports to the 
network about the cases that they meet through their work.

We raised awareness of migrant and BAME worker rights through at least 15 
events and reached at least 265 people, including third sector organisations
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MaW’s contributions to the EU delegation’s EU citizen’s rights mon-
itoring network has added to other organisations’ understanding of 
the issues around the Right to Work check – for instance, 
EU Embassies.

The fact he’s been raising this issue will have provided a lot of 
useful understanding to people who might not have been familiar 
with it previously… their contribution to this network is very 
valuable for understanding what’s happening on the ground. 

EU citizens come from many different racial backgrounds, that can 
impact on treatment. It was good that this perspective was raised 
with the network to highlight how nuanced discrimination can be. 
[MaW’s contribution has had] a good impact for that discussion.

Christopher Benn, Seraphus Solicitors / 
EU Delegation’s EU Citizens rights monitoring network

MaW has been drawing our and the Network’s attention to perti-
nent issues with regard to EU citizens and their family members. 

This was largely done in the context of the implementation of the 
EU-UK Withdrawal Agreement, but also beyond. We continue to 

look forward working with Migrants at Work to map any systemic 
issues around the implementation of the Withdrawal Agreement 

(applications, exercising of rights granted by the 
Withdrawal Agreement).

Daniel FLEISCHER-AMBRUS, 
European External Action Service, 

EU citizens’ rights programme lead

”
“

”
“
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REFORM

• Leading the Network of Migrant Innovators – enabling 12 migrant lead community            
organisations to connect, to form a network of solidarity, and to support each other’s work.

• Meeting with funders (through the Network of Migrant Innovators) to discuss tackling    
barriers faced by migrant organisations in accessing charitable funding. 

• Contributing to securing the amendment of the HOPS booklet on NMW for Agricultural 
migrant workers, with the support from Gangmaster and Labour Abuse Authority (GLAA). 
This previously had misleading information in which violated employment rights of         
migrants: we identified and raised this issue, which lead to the amendment.

• We currently have six court cases pending, in partnership with ATLEU and Duncan Lew-
is, to represent individual clients in their cases on issues including discrimination. In one 
case, if successful, the right to work check itself could be found to be unlawful. This would 
change the lives of many people.

• Some of our casework has helped identify cases suitable for strategic litigation, which is  
being taken forward by Duncan Lewis solicitors. Strategic litigation gives us an opportu-
nity to establish judgements which can, if positive, improve prospects for all migrants and 
BAME workers.

From a migrant’s employment 
perspective – whenever I talk to 
someone who has been discriminated 
against – it is difficult to know where 
to signpost people as there are not 
many organisations who are able to 
help. If I had an issue with immigra-
tion related workplace discrimina-
tion, Aké would be the person I’d talk 
to… They do good work.

Christopher Benn, Seraphus Solicitors / 
EU Delegation’s EU Citizens rights 
monitoring network ”
“

Other reform activities have included:
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LEARNING FROM WINK

We learnt that:
•  All workers have a need for basic knowledge in employment law, immigration law, 
       human rights law and equality law: this would help them to prevent labour exploitation. 
• BAME workers as well as migrant workers are vulnerable to exploitation + immi-

gration-related discrimination and do not always know their employment rights                
(e.g. during COVID-19)

• By supporting employers to understand the law, we can support employees. 
• Many people don’t know what options there are to challenge labour market discrimina-

tion. There is a need for more support around this. 
• Legislation, policy and practice can all be barriers to workers’ rights. 

What works
• Collaboration and cooperation between local community organisations, employers, and 

statutory organisations. 
• Simplifying complex legal issues, for example by breaking them down to single topics
• Delivering information sessions via other organisations and communities, in order to 

reach a range of groups.
• Experts with lived experience are best placed to advise others on how to mitigate  

against them. Their experience and testimony ‘hit home’.
• Training sessions must be tailored and specialist to the particular target group.

Our future plans
Alongside continuing our existing work, we also will be 
exploring the following activities in the near future:

• Training for Birmingham City Council 
• Training for local employers, in partnership 

with Coventry University 
• Further training for OISC level one and two 

frontline migrant support workers with 
• CAB Liverpool and Refugee Action 
•    Develop our materials for  
      dissemination around these key issues 
•    Continue working with the Network of 
      Migrant Innovators, including 
      developing short films on key issues
•    Building a panel of lawyers to develop 
      our legal pathways 
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This project was selected to take part in the Social Innovation programme, run by MigrationWork CIC 
as part of the MiFriendly Cities project. MigrationWork provided specialist training and consultancy 
support to help projects develop their innovative ideas. Projects also received seed funding. This 
programme was funded by the EU’s Urban Innovative Action fund.

Contact us
If you are interested in knowing more, or learning about anything else in this report, please 
contact us at:

Twitter @migrantsatwork
https://migrant-at-work.webnode.co.uk
ake@migrantsatwork.org

Thanks to:
ATLEU; BAME Housing Consortium; Birmingham City Council; Birmingham Migration Forum; Bir-
migham City University; CAB Liverpool; Central England Law Centre; City of Wolverhampton Council; 
Clifford Chance; Cloisters Barrister Chambers; Community Integration Awards; Coventry City Coun-
cil; Coventry Refugee and Migrant Centre; Coventry University; Duncan Lewis; The EU Commission; 
Gangmaster and Labour Abuse Authority; Migrants Rights Network; MigrationWork CIC; Network of 
Migrant Innovators; Padendere Community Sewing Group;  PITP Ltd; Refugee Action; Refugee and 
Migrant Centre; Seraphus Solicitors; West Midlands Funders Network

Report by Tamsin Koumis of MigrationWork CIC and Aké Achi of Migrants and Work


