Why is there no talk about immigration? 

It is one of the voters' greatest concerns - but politicians are turning a deaf ear, says Frank Field. 
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The size of our population matters to voters Photo: PA 

The economy and immigration are the two big issues that voters wish to see debated at this election. The economy has already featured in the clashes between the main parties. But, despite brief mentions in the manifestos, immigration is the issue that dare not speak its name. 

No sensible person is calling for a policy of no immigration. It is the scale of population change, which over the past decade has transformed parts of Britain, that voters wish to make an election issue. A continuation of mass immigration on roughly the present scale will bring the population of the UK to 70 million in 20 years – and the growth won't stop there, unless we are prepared to control drastically the size of net migration. Immigration will account for 70 per cent of this population increase. This is what needs to be tackled. 

 We have just lived through 10 fat years of public expenditure increases, of a scale we are unlikely ever to see again. Yet, even as most budgets doubled during the past decade, the pressures on our public services due to immigration were plain. 

Maternity units are struggling as 25 per cent of all births in England and Wales are to foreign-born mothers – in London that proportion is 50 per cent. Primary schools in some areas have to resort to portable classrooms to cope with new arrivals, and are forced to redirect teachers' time to teaching English rather than ensuring that the weakest pupils succeed. 

Housing is another area where pressures have been allowed to build. Nearly 40 per cent of all new households over the next 25 years will form due to immigration – an average of nearly 100,000 extra households every year. We are not building homes to match this demand and that is why the waiting list for social housing in England has gone up by 60 per cent in seven years, leaving Britain's white and black citizens at the end of the queue. 

Now that a decade of financial reckoning has arrived, these stresses will intensify alarmingly unless we get public-sector reform of rising outputs with lower budgets. The public know this instinctively, if not in detail. As a result, they want effective action to tackle immigration – but they find that the political classes are deaf to their demands. Our political leaders must allow the ballot box to decide this issue before anger over the scale of immigration spreads to our streets. 

Neither of the major parties in their manifestos has committed themselves to the "dual lock" that is needed to prevent immigration increasing our population. 

The first lock should be to break the link between coming here to work and becoming a citizen. Of course, we want our cake and eat it. Britain benefits by attracting the brightest and best to come to our shores with some of the energy and skills which will be essential for our economic recovery. But there is all the difference between coming here to work, for a set period, and then to be almost automatically offered citizenship. 

The second lock is to cap the total number who arrive minus those who leave each year: a net immigration limit. It is impossible to be precise when such large numbers are moving in all directions. But it is absolutely essential that governments should have a clear net limit, and direct their policy to meet it. 

Despite their tough talk, the Liberals' policy will significantly increase immigration. Their proposal to lift the ban on illegal immigrants sends out all the wrong messages, and their idea of forcing immigrants to Ayrshire and Lincolnshire – as Nick Clegg suggests – is simply farcical. 

Alan Johnson has got Labour, thankfully, committed to breaking the link between coming here to work and becoming citizens. Unless voters push them into it, though, Labour is adamant that it won't deliver a double lock by setting a cap on net migration. 

The Conservative Party failed in its manifesto to commit itself to breaking the link between work and citizenship. Instead, David Cameron promises to reduce net immigration to the tens rather than the hundreds of thousands we have seen in recent years. But will that commitment be sharpened to below 40,000 and so prevent the population growing and breaking the 65 million and then the 70 million barrier? Voters need to apply pressure to local candidates to get a commitment on this score. With a double lock on immigration, our politicians must then deal honestly with the question of integration. Here is another of the political classes' greatest failures. 

Large groups of immigrants do not integrate – and could justifiably argue that they have never been told what being a citizen of this country entails. I have spelt out in a new book that we no longer have an agreed hymn sheet from which all we British are required to sing. 

My constituents, overwhelmingly white, as well as some newcomers, have been deserted by a political leadership that has offered only a pick-and-mix citizenship. After the votes are counted, with a government committed, hopefully, to a double lock on immigration, the task of rebuilding a British citizenship around duties must rank with reducing the country's debt as the new administration's top priority. 
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