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As the representative body of Scotland's 19 higher education institutions (HEIs), 
Universities Scotland welcomes the opportunity to provide evidence to the Home Affairs 
inquiry on Post-Brexit migration policy. 
 
Objectives 
 

• The UK’s decision to leave the EU offers an unparalleled opportunity to review the 
whole migration system and build a future structure which maximises impact to the 
UK. That is what we want to see. It is imperative that the forthcoming Immigration 
Bill works in such a way that universities can continue to access talent from across 
the EU but it also needs to open the UK up to the rest of the world on a competitive 
basis. 

• There is a strong case to support devolution of aspects of immigration policy. We 
believe there is a strong and compelling case to see some aspects of immigration 
policy devolved to Scotland. The case for this has been articulated by the Smith 
Commission from 2014 by the cross-party consensus in the Scottish Parliament and 
most recently by Dr Eve Hepburn’s very detailed study1 as well as Reform Scotland2. 
Scotland has different demographic challenges to other parts of the UK with 90% of 
projected population growth expected to depend on migration. In particular, 
Scotland could run a different system for post-study work VISAs from the rest of the 
UK with sufficient safeguards built-in to ensure that international talent stays in 
Scotland.  

• Remove international students from the net migration targets. The vast majority of 
international students are not here to become permanent UK residents. They are 
here to study and return home on completion of their studies. Exit checks data 
published by the Home Office in August 2017 revealed 97.4% of international 
students who had visas expiring in 2016/17 had departed the country in time and in 
compliance with their visa. The figure for compliance with all visas (visit, work & 
study) is 96.3%. Your committee3 is one of a number of bodies/organisations to 
recommend that international students are removed from the net migration target 
set by the UK Government, effective immediately. We also welcome the recent 
announcement by the Government to remove doctors and nurses from the Tier 2 
visa cap which we regard as a common sense approach. 

• We welcome the move to a more evidence-based approach taken by the UK 
Government. Moves by the UK Government, over the last year or so, to establish a 
firmer evidence base for immigration policy have been welcomed by the higher 
education sector.  

                                                   
1 http://www.parliament.scot/S5_European/General%20Documents/CTEER_Dr_Hepburn_report_2017.04.24.pdf  
2 https://reformscotland.com/2018/06/taking-scotland-out-of-the-immigration-target/  
3 https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201719/cmselect/cmhaff/500/50002.htm  
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• The UK Government must work with the whole HE sector on merit in regards to 
immigration policy. Immigration, whether via the Tier 4 route for students or Tier 2 
route for staff is a key issue for higher education institutions across all of the 
mission groups. In Scotland, it is important that the Home Office engages with the 
ancient institutions, chartereds, post-92s and small specialist institutions as it 
considers new policies or pilot exercises designed to support higher education. This 
has not always been the case. It was welcome that the UK Government extended the 
Tier 4 pilot to include two Scottish universities in Glasgow and Edinburgh but the 
first phase of the pilot had no Scottish participation and the second phase (extended 
to an additional 23 HEIs) only includes 1 post-92 HEI. The pilot disproportionately 
favours the ancient and Russell Group institutions. We understand that low visa 
refusal rates were one of the deciding factors for participation but all Scottish HEIs 
are within the law in terms of the visa refusal rates allowed for Highly Trusted 
Sponsors. Every Scottish HEI is under 10%. We believe that any future policy 
announcements should be mindful the contribution that all parts of the sector make 
when taking forward immigration policy. 

 
Staffing issues post-Brexit 
 
Our relationships with EU and worldwide partners are highly valued by the higher 
education sector, as they enable researchers to address major, global challenges and allow 
the flow, development and application of the best ideas. 
 
For Scottish higher education institutions (HEIs): 

• 17% of academic staff in Scotland are EU (non-UK) nationals, increasing to 25% of 
research-only staff 

• EU students count for 16% of our postgraduate research population4 
 
Universities take their role as employee sponsors very seriously and comply fully with the 
law. We support any moves to make the process less onerous for legitimate sponsors with a 
track record of compliance and quality assurance. We believe this should happen as soon as 
possible. 
 
Freedom of movement in the EU has been hugely important in building up the UK research 
base, allowing the free circulation of people and ideas. This is critical to the future of UK 
research and innovation, and talent becomes all the more important in the context of the 
Industrial Strategy and the goal to grow UK R&D investment to 2.4% of GDP by 2027. 
 
We have responded to the recent Migration Advisory Committee5 call for evidence of EEA 
workers in the UK, and we are well aware of the huge contribution of EU staff to Scottish 
HEIs. Our evidence shows that Scotland’s non-UK EEA workforce is disproportionally 
young and concentrated in academic roles, particularly in science, engineering and 

                                                   
4 Data from HESA, analysis by Universities Scotland 
5 https://www.universities-scotland.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/Universities-Scotland-response-to-MAC-EEA-Workers.pdf  

https://www.universities-scotland.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/Universities-Scotland-response-to-MAC-EEA-Workers.pdf


Universities Scotland is a Scottish charity, SC029163, regulated by the Scottish Charity Regulator (OCSR) 
 
 
 

technology disciplines. Those staff will often be early-career researchers and they support 
a lot of the research effort in Scottish HEIs. Many of those individuals will be attracted to 
Scotland due to the world-leading universities but may not pursue academic careers – the 
value of highly skilled individuals in the workforce cannot be over-estimated, including 
increasing absorptive capacity for innovation in businesses for R&D. 
 
Table 1: All Scottish HEIs, non-UK EEA Staff, Full Person Equivalent, excluding ‘atypical staff’.  

 Academic Non Academic 
 Science, Eng & Tech Non Science Eng & 

Tech 
Science, Eng & Tech Non Science Eng & 

Tech 
34 years old 
and below 

1170 335 180 560 

34 – 49 yrs 1160 575 155 425 
50 - 65 235 170 25 110 

Source: HESA, figures rounded to nearest 5 
 
Alongside the importance of academic and technical staff, the effective operation of 
departments rests on key professionals in non-academic professional roles. In our 
evidence to the Migration Advisory Committee we noted how very high proportions of 
non-UK EEA non-academic staff are highly qualified and in such highly skilled roles. In 
2016/17, non-UK non-academic staff hold doctorates at double the rate of UK non-
academic staff (7.7% of non-UK non-academic staff as opposed to 3.8% of UK non-
academic staff). Yet, non-academic roles do not always meet the requirements and salary 
threshold for Tier 2 applications. It is important that any new system must allow for the 
effective recruitment of such staff internationally. 
 
Labour Market controls 
 
Universities Scotland and UUK have submitted evidence to various enquiries led by the 
Migration Advisory Committee on Tier 2 visa over the last few years. We have consistently 
argued that there is no evidence to suggest that increasing the thresholds (whether that is 
by salary or controlling visa numbers or by ease/difficulty of process) to make it more 
challenging to recruit international (non-EU) staff would actually result in greater 
employment of EU and UK workers in universities. Very often, given the skill level and/or 
specialism/niche area of research expertise that is sought by the university, it may simply 
be the case that that person may not exist within UK or EU nationals. Therefore, we can see 
no argument to suggest that free movement has had a negative impact on workers’ pay 
and conditions in the higher education sector in Scotland. 
 
The National Framework Agreement (NFA) for higher education staff places a condition on 
employers that have implemented the agreement locally that all staff, irrespective of 
nationality, will be placed on the appropriate grade for the job. This precludes undercutting 
of wages of any staff, regardless of nationality. 
 
As UK universities currently have to pass the Resident Labour Market Test before recruiting 
internationally, this provides reassurance (which is currently necessary) to the UK 



Universities Scotland is a Scottish charity, SC029163, regulated by the Scottish Charity Regulator (OCSR) 
 
 
 

Government that the role cannot be filled by a UK national and that there is, in fact, a 
shortage of people with the right skills and specialist knowledge. 
 
ENDS 
 
Contact: Duncan McKay, Senior Public Affairs Officer, duncan@universities-scotland.ac.uk, 
0131 225 0714 
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