Undercover investigation exposes asylum seekers illegally working in UK gig economy to repay people smugglers
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An undercover investigation by The Telegraph has brought to light the troubling practice of asylum seekers working illegally as bike couriers for food and grocery delivery services, including Deliveroo, Just Eat, and Uber Eats, while housed in Home Office hotels. Many of these individuals, forbidden from working due to their immigration status, reportedly earn as much as £500 a week through schemes that involve account renting and identity fraud. 
A significant portion of their earnings is remitted overseas to pay off debts to people smugglers who financed perilous crossings of the English Channel in small boats. The investigation sheds light on two substantial issues facing the United Kingdom: the inadequacy of border security and the existence of a grey labour market that attracts undocumented migrants.
The gig economy has emerged as a primary avenue for these workers, providing access to employment with minimal barriers. To start working, all that is required is a mobile phone and a bicycle. A notable loophole in regulations governing delivery services allows migrants to circumvent legal resistance. They can rent accounts from legitimate workers for weekly fees of £70 to £100, thus evading background checks and verification processes mandated for legitimate employment.
The exact number of undocumented migrants currently participating in the gig economy remains elusive. However, it is estimated that over 450,000 individuals are employed within this sector overall, with fewer than 85,000 specifically in food delivery. Research conducted across multiple cities worldwide indicates that a significant portion of platform labour consists of migrant workers. A freedom of information request filed by Reuters last year revealed that 42% of delivery riders stopped by enforcement teams during a six-day operation in April 2023 were found to be working illegally.
The lack of thorough checks and accountability is a major concern. Businesses operating within this space often evade responsibility by asserting that they do not formally “employ” workers, a stance seemingly enabled by a government that appears reluctant to confront the issue. Once regarded as a flexible job market, the gig economy has become a substantial draw for illegal immigration, as individuals can easily enter the country, receive state housing, and engage in unlawful work to repay their debts.
As articulated by a trafficker from Dunkirk, “The Government pays you, feeds you and they’ll even give you a good home. You’ll find work very easily. There are easy jobs you can do while staying in hotels they put you in.” This sentiment highlights the stark realities contributing to the influx of undocumented individuals seeking refuge in the UK. 
The implications of these findings suggest that the repercussions of this situation extend beyond the migrants and the delivery platforms, placing a financial burden on the British public. As issues of illegal employment and immigration persist, the landscape of the labour market continues to evolve in ways that pose significant challenges to established regulatory frameworks.
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