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The UK government has unveiled a groundbreaking sanctions regime
targeting individuals and networks responsible for smuggling migrants
across the English Channel. Announced this week by Foreign Secretary
David Lammy, the measures aim to freeze UK assets, impose travel bans,
and bar those involved from British financial systems. Officials are calling

UK Launches World-First Sanctions Against
Channel People-Smugglers

—



it the world’s first dedicated sanctions framework aimed specifically at
people-smuggling networks.

Prime Minister Sir Keir Starmer described the networks as a security
threat comparable to terrorism. He stated that dismantling their financial
infrastructure is essential to securing the UK’s borders and reducing
illegal crossings. The powers will be enacted through new legislation set
to be introduced when Parliament returns after the summer recess.

In addition to financial penalties, the UK is intensifying international
cooperation. France and Germany have reportedly agreed to close legal
loopholes that allowed smugglers to operate from their territories,
reinforcing the UK’s efforts to apply diplomatic and operational pressure
on the broader network.

Nonetheless, questions remain over the practical reach of the sanctions.
Many smugglers are based outside the UK jurisdiction, making asset
freezes alone insufficient. Successful enforcement is likely to depend on
intelligence sharing and effective implementation of travel bans across
allied jurisdictions.

The urgency of the issue is highlighted by record Channel crossings. Over
36,000 migrants entered the UK via small boats in 2024, a 25 per cent
increase on the previous year. More than 22,000 have already arrived in
2025, with several fatalities reported during dangerous crossings.

To complement the sanctions, the government is preparing the Border,
Security, Asylum and Immigration Bill. This legislation will introduce new
criminal offences related to small boat operations, including penalties for
those refusing rescue and for suppliers of equipment. Additional powers



will target illegal working, restrict access to social media for traffickers,
and bolster efforts to disrupt smuggling logistics inside the UK.

While the move is part of Labour’s “Plan for Change”, centre-right voices
have expressed scepticism. They argue that sanctions are only effective
when rigorously enforced and fear the policy could become more
symbolic than substantive. Drawing comparisons to historic efforts like
the prosecution of Al Capone through financial channels, critics stress
the need for sustained, targeted action rather than isolated
announcements.

From a centre-right perspective, the strategy offers a firm yet measured
approach, upholding the rule of law, strengthening border control, and
sending a clear message to criminal networks that Britain will no longer
tolerate unchecked exploitation of its asylum system.


