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04/11/2019 

Re: British Association of Social Workers Northern Ireland response to the 

Migration Advisory Committee Call for Evidence on the Salary Threshold and 

Points-Based System Commission 

The British Association of Social Workers Northern Ireland (BASW NI) welcomes the 

opportunity to respond to this call for evidence. 

The registered social work workforce in Northern Ireland is c. 6,300 staff, and 

includes few registrants who are not UK or Irish citizens. However, the workforce is 

experiencing growing pressures in terms of vacant posts and there is an urgent need 

for social work employers to address this problem. It is therefore important that the 

UK’s immigration system does not impede the ability of social work employers to 

recruit staff from outside the UK to fill vacant posts. 

The consultation document explains the existing salary to be paid for an occupation 

is set at the 25th percentile of the full-time earnings distribution measured using 

ASHE, or £30,000, whichever is higher. Office for National Statistics (ONS) earnings 

and working hours data do not include information specific to social work and it is 

therefore not possible for BASW NI to ascertain whether the 25th percentile of the 

full-time earnings distribution is higher or lower than £30,000.  

It should be noted, however, that of the approximately 4,100 social workers 

employed in the statutory Health and Social care Sector, 61% are employed at 

Agenda for Change Band 5 or Band 6. Staff only earn more than £30,000 once they 

reach the mid-point of AFC Band 6.  

Given the majority of vacancies in the Northern Ireland statutory Health and Social 

Care sector are at AFC Band 6 level, it is essential that the threshold for social 

workers is set no higher than the starting point of Band 6—£27,772. 

The consultation document explains New Entrants are subject to a salary threshold 

of £20.800, or the 10th percentile of the occupation, whichever is higher. New 

entrants to the social work profession typically spend their initial year as a social 

worker—their Assessed Year in Employment (AYE)—in an AFC Band 5 post. The 

starting point for an AFC Band 5 in Northern Ireland is £22,795. While the exception 



that New Entrants are subject to a salary threshold of £20.800 would not negatively 

impact any newly qualified social workers, in line with the point raised previously, 

given the absence of ONS ASHE figures specific to social work, it is not possible for 

BASW NI to ascertain whether the 10th percentile of social work ASHE will exceed 

the first point on an AFC Band 5. It therefore essential that consideration is given to 

ensure the exception for New Entrants facilitates newly qualified social workers not 

automatically entitled to work in the UK, to participate in the AYE in Northern Ireland.  

The second exception notes that the appropriate rate set for 24 (largely) public 

sector occupations are taken from national pay rates e.g. NHS pay bands. Given the 

list of occupations is not contained in the consultation document it is not possible for 

BASW NI to know whether social work is included on this list. However, our 

understanding is that the list may correlate with the Home Office Shortage 

Occupation List on which social work is included. When determining the appropriate 

rate for social work in Northern Ireland it should be recognised that AFC pay scales 

vary between the UK nations and the rates in Northern Ireland are lower than those 

in Great Britain. BASW NI believes this justifies a regional variation in salary 

thresholds, with thresholds set lower for Northern Ireland.  

The consultation also poses the question of how to deal with jobs of high public 

value but not high wages. There are approximately 38,000 registered social care 

workers in Northern Ireland, many of whom earn the minimum wage. The service 

provided by social care workers is critical to supporting many aspects of social work, 

particularly in relation to older people’s services, learning disability services and 

physical disability services. It is therefore essential that exceptions are put in place to 

ensure the salary threshold does not impede the ability of employers to recruit and 

retain social care workers.  

It should also be recognised that introduction of a points-based immigration system 

could cause significant problems in terms of the social care workforce given that 

despite the challenging nature of their work, social care workers do not require a 

degree level qualification, potentially limiting their eligibility in the context of a points-

based system.  

Yours faithfully 

 

CAROLYN EWART 

BASW NI National Director 


