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Royal College of Nursing’s response to the Migration Advisory Committee’s 

(MAC) call for evidence on the Shortage Occupations List  
 
With a membership of around 435,000 registered nurses, midwives, health visitors, 
nursing students, health care assistants and nurse cadets, the Royal College of 
Nursing (RCN) is the voice of nursing across the UK and the largest professional 
union of nursing staff in the world. RCN members work in a variety of hospital and 
community settings in the NHS and the independent sector. The RCN promotes 
patient and nursing interests on a wide range of issues by working closely with the 
Government, the UK parliaments and other national and European political 
vacancies. Being on the SOL makes it easier for employers to recruit workers from 
outside the European Economic Area (EEA) to fill workforce shortages. The MAC 
reviews this list regularly and issues calls for evidence on which occupations should 
be included or removed. This specific call for evidence applies to the UK SOL only.  
 
Summary of our position 
 
This call for evidence has come at an important time. As the UK prepares to exit the 
European Union (EU) in March 2019, the UK Government has said that it will review 
its entire immigration policy through a White Paper to be released before the end of 
2018. Leaving the EU provides the UK with an opportunity to re-set and review its 
approach to labour migration and the systems which underpin it, including the SOL. 
 
Nursing (all specialties) has been on the SOL since it was last reviewed in 2016. Our 
position is that since then nursing across the UK continues to be in shortage. As a 
result we call for nursing to remain on the SOL for the present time. However, for the 
long-term we believe that the UK cannot continue to rely so heavily on recruiting 
nurses from outside the UK to meet workforce shortages.  
 
We are therefore calling for a credible health and care workforce strategy in each 
country of the UK to address systemic workforce shortages in terms of education, 
recruitment and retention, and for this to be underpinned by legislation for staffing for 
safe and effective care. This must be based on a whole-system approach, that sets 
out what is required by way of workforce based on population needs, what levers will 
be used, and how implementation of a strategy will be supported.  









 

5 
 

recorded for RN positions.23 Most nursing degree apprenticeships will take four 
years.24 There are significant implementation issues, including backfill salaries 
not being funded.  

 
2.4 NAs are regulated nursing support roles. Approximately 2,000 pilot positions 

are currently active with a further 5,000 starting in 2018 and 7,500 in 2019.25 
This role is intended to address skills gap between healthcare assistants and 
RNs. They are a level 5 profession, equivalent to a diploma of higher education, 
and most will be trained through apprenticeships taking two years to complete. 
Once established, NAs will be able to undertake a further two years of training 
to become an RN.  However, the conversion rate of NAs to RNs is untested. As 
a result potential future numbers are unclear. 

 
2.5 Both the NDA and NA positions will take longer to increase the RN workforce 

supply than the established three-year degree route.  

 
2.6 We are also aware that Health Education England (HEE) has developed a 

scheme aimed at increasing recruitment of nurses from other countries called 
‘Earn, Learn, Return’.26 There are currently two projects running but it is unclear 
what impact they will have on source countries and nurses and a lack of 
consultation and agreement with relevant professional groups. 
  

2.7 Scotland-only measures: In 2018 the Scottish Government announced plans 
to increase the bursary for nursing students entering undergraduate courses 
from £6,578 in 2018 to £8,100 in 2019 and to £10,000 in 2020.27 We 
understand that the Scottish Government is also looking at a targeted 
recruitment campaign for nursing. We welcome the overall tone of the Scottish 
Government on emphasising the importance of EU nursing staff. 

 
2.8 Wales-only measures: The Welsh Government has committed to maintaining 

the bursary for nursing students for 2019/2020.  In 2017 the Welsh Government 
also launched the ‘Train, Work, Live’ recruitment campaign for RNs in Wales, a 
national and international marketing campaign aimed at increasing the number 
of RNs coming to train and work in Wales. 

                                                            
23 RCN, ‘PQ to the House of Commons’ (2018) 
24 DHSC, ‘Nursing degree apprenticeships: factsheet’, available at: 
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/nursing-degree-apprenticeships-factsheet/nursing-
degree-apprenticeship-factsheet (2018) 
25 NMC, ‘Introducing Nursing Associates’, available at: https://www.nmc.org.uk/standards/nursing-
associates/what-is-a-nursing-associate/ (2018) 
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to achieve on staffing for safe and effective care, though legislation, statutory 
instruments and guidance, and sufficient funding, in every country in the UK. 

 
5.6 Fund our future nurses (England only) . Available online at: 

https://www.rcn.org.uk/professional-development/publications/pub-007348  
 

5.7 In this report we present costed policy options to support the Department of 
Health and Social Care (DHSC) to assume permanent, explicit and overarching 
strategic responsibility for the supply of future nursing and wider healthcare 
workforce leading to targeted demand and supply side interventions wherever 
these are required to ensure supply. We believe that the Government should be 
aiming for an increase of at least 50% more students starting each year in 
England after five years of investment while also supporting international 
recruitment to address urgent need.  

 
5.8 Nursing Numbers in Wales, RCN Wales, September 2018   (not yet available 

online) 
 

5.9 This report is designed to provide a statistical overview of the strengths and 
vulnerabilities of the nursing workforce in in Wales. The main sources of 
information on the nursing workforce in Wales used to inform the report are 
Statistics Wales, Welsh Government and the Royal College of Nursing, with 
other sources listed throughout the report. 

 
5.10 International workforce in the UK after Brexit . Available online at: 

https://www.rcn.org.uk/professional-development/publications/pub-007181  
 

5.11 In this briefing we present the most up-to-date analysis of the continuing 
global nursing shortage and the rising demand for health and care services in 
the UK. We argue that the as the UK approaches Brexit, it needs to be able to 
attract nursing staff with the right skills to work and remain in the sector. We 
include the principles which we believe should underpin any future immigration 
system to ensure that the UK is able to remain competitive in terms of recruiting 
global nursing talent, while investing more in the education, recruitment and 
detainment of domestically educated RNs. 

 
5.12 RCN Evidence to the 2018-19 UK NHS Pay Review Body. Available online 

at: https://www.rcn.org.uk/professional-development/publications/pdf-006821  
 

5.13 This document contains the RCN's evidence to the NHS Pay Review Body for 
the 2018-19 pay round. This submission also includes the 2017 RCN Labour 
Market Review of the nursing workforce and the UK-wide 2017 RCN 
Employment Survey. From this evidence we have concluded that failures in 
workforce planning, combined with pay restraint have led to a ‘perfect storm’ of 
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6.2 We call on the UK and devolved governments to work together to address 

systemic workforce shortages and develop a credible health and care workforce 
strategy in each country of the UK as outlined in 3.1  
 

6.3 Our main recommendation for England: To begin this process in England we 
are calling on the Department of Health and Social Care to invest £1.2bn 
annually back into nursing education in England for the three-year nursing 
degree route. The NHS, and the wider health and care system, will not succeed 
in any ambitious aims without tackling the problems with supply head on.  

 
6.4 Our main recommendation for Scotland: We applaud the recent 

announcement by the Scottish Government to increase its bursary for nursing 
students entering undergraduate courses.36  The Scottish Government and the 
UK Government need to work constructively to ensure that Scotland is listened 
to about the impact that any erosion of EU nursing staff supply could have on 
service provision and that the MAC takes particular note of recommendations 
on the Scottish SOL.37 Beyond this we recognise that the Scottish Government 
must continue to make policy decisions which make nursing an attractive career 
and challenge some of the historic issues in the sector – such as low pay. 

 
6.5 Our main recommendation for Wales: The Welsh Government should retain 

the bursary for undergraduate nursing students, and the number of commission 
pre-registration nursing education places should continue to increase. The UK 
Government should also find a formal mechanism for involving the Welsh 
Government and relevant Welsh stakeholders in the discussions around how 
future immigration policy can identify and respond to regional skills shortages 
and economic need. Specifically, given Scotland has its own SOL, there is a 
rationale for Wales to have a similar process in place. 

 
6.6 Our main recommendation for Northern Ireland: There is a need to tackle 

the high levels of nursing vacancies and escalating levels of nursing agency 
expenditure in Northern Ireland through effective workforce planning and 
closing the growing pay gaps between Northern Ireland and the other UK 
countries. A key obstacle to achieving this is the continued absence of devolved 
government in Northern Ireland which needs to be resolved as a matter of the 
urgency.  

 
 

                                                            
36 Nursing in Practice, ‘Scottish Government increases NHS bursary for student nurses’, available at: 
https://www.nursinginpractice.com/article/scottish-government-increases-nhs-bursary-student-nurses 
(2018) 
37 Audit Scotland, ‘The NHS in Scotland in 2018’, available at: http://www.audit-
scotland.gov.uk/uploads/docs/report/2018/nr_181025_nhs_overview.pdf (2018) 
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