Keir Starmer condemns Reform UK’s radical immigration policies as risk to national unity
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Prime Minister Sir Keir Starmer has sharply criticised the immigration proposals put forward by the populist Reform UK party, branding them "racist" and warning that such policies could "rip this country apart." Starmer’s remarks come as the Labour Party prepares for its annual conference amid rising political tensions and a surge in Reform UK’s popularity. Speaking to the BBC, Starmer framed the emerging battle against Reform UK’s tough stance on immigration as the "fight of our lives," emphasising the need for unity within Labour to counter what he views as divisive and extreme politics.
Reform UK’s leader, Nigel Farage, has responded by accusing Labour of lacking commitment to border controls, describing Starmer’s comments as an "insult" to voters who prioritise immigration regulation. The political rivalry highlights immigration as a critical issue influencing voter sentiment and party strategies ahead of future elections. Labour officials are reportedly increasing outreach efforts aimed at voters who might be swayed by Reform’s message, with several cabinet ministers expected to mount robust attacks on Reform UK during the conference. Party members have also been advised to focus criticism on Farage rather than Starmer’s leadership as they try to consolidate support.
In response to the political pressure from Reform UK, Labour Home Secretary Shabana Mahmood is set to announce more stringent conditions for migrants seeking indefinite leave to remain in the UK. According to reports, these will include requirements for paying National Insurance contributions, maintaining a clean criminal record, not relying on benefits, and passing a "good citizens" test. The latter proposal, described as a further hardening of Labour’s immigration stance, is designed to demonstrate Labour’s commitment to strict but fair immigration controls and to counter Reform UK’s proposal to abolish indefinite leave to remain altogether in favour of a renewable five-year work visa system.
This proposed overhaul reflects a broader tightening of immigration policies amid rising public concern, partly stoked by Reform UK’s hardline rhetoric. Labour’s move aims to address both the electoral threat posed by Reform and ongoing challenges such as high net migration levels post-Brexit and increased small boat crossings in the Channel. The government plans to launch a consultation on the new rules later this year, signalling a significant shift in how permanent residency applications might be evaluated.
Alongside immigration changes, the Labour leadership is also pushing other socio-economic reforms to appeal to its base and broader electorate. Chancellor Rachel Reeves is expected to unveil a "Youth Guarantee" scheme at the conference, which would offer paid work placements to young people not in education or employment for 18 months, with sanctions including benefit withdrawal for those declining the offer. This initiative aims to tackle youth unemployment and improve social mobility in economically challenged regions such as Liverpool, Tees Valley, and the West Midlands.
Further underscoring the focus on immigration control, the government also plans to introduce mandatory digital ID cards for all British citizens and permanent residents by 2029. Starmer has highlighted this as a necessary step to strengthen enforcement against unauthorised immigration and illegal employment, while simplifying access to public services. Although the digital ID proposal aims to reassure the public about border security, it has met resistance from civil liberties advocates and political opponents, including Reform UK and Sinn Féin, the latter concerned about implications for the Good Friday Agreement and Irish citizens in Northern Ireland.
Starmer’s toughening stance on immigration comes amid broader challenges for his leadership, with Labour facing internal dissent, economic difficulties, and the need to reinvigorate support ahead of local elections and a potential national vote by 2029. The party has been criticised for internal instability following recent resignations and factional disputes, while the rise of anti-immigration populism with far-right undertones poses a significant electoral test. Yet, Starmer continues to reject exploiting immigration for political gain, instead aiming to reframe the conversation around a vision of "patriotic renewal" grounded in fairness and equality.
Amid this complex political landscape, Starmer has also publicly opposed misinformation related to immigration and cultural issues. Recently, he dismissed former US President Donald Trump’s claim that London was moving towards Sharia law as "nonsense," defending London Mayor Sadiq Khan and countering divisive narratives. This episode illustrates Starmer’s broader approach of confronting both domestic and international misinformation while managing a sensitive and often polarising issue like immigration.
Overall, Labour’s evolving immigration strategy under Starmer seeks to strike a balance between demonstrating firm border control and addressing the underlying socio-economic factors linked to migration and integration. With Reform UK capitalising on anti-immigration sentiment, the coming months will test Labour’s ability to navigate this terrain, unify its base, and present an alternative vision that can appeal to a broad spectrum of voters.
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