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Movement matters
Will future researcher mobility be free or depend on visas? Eleni Courea reports.

‘A visa scheme, 
no matter how 

speedy, can’t 
hold a candle to 
the status quo.’

  i m m i g r a t i o n  s p e c i a l

On one level it is easy to calculate the European Union’s 
value to UK universities. Britain scoops about €1 bil-
lion (£881 million) a year from Horizon 2020, the EU’s 
research Framework programme. 

But that could seem a paltry sum in comparison to the 
possible cost of a loss of access to EU academic talent. Free 
movement of people within the EU helps attract the best 
and the brightest to work in the UK and encourages high-
value collaborations with researchers on the continent.

Arttu Rajantie, a theoretical physicist at Imperial 
College London, says free movement is why the UK has 
been able to lead in research “in spite of lower levels of 
funding than in competitor countries”.

Paul Statham, who directs the Centre for Migration 
Research at the University of Sussex, says that “European 
scholars have propped up universities in the absence of 
investment in the next generation in the UK”. 

The simplest solution to this post-Brexit problem is 
that researchers should be given special treatment so 
that they retain the ability to move freely across the EU. 
It’s a proposal with many powerful supporters, includ-
ing the director of the Francis Crick institute Paul Nurse 
and Mark Walport, the chief executive designate of UK 
Research and Innovation. 

Madeleine Sumption, who heads the Migration 
Observatory at the University of Oxford, says the idea 
could work. “There is relatively little public concern 
about high-skilled migration,” she says. “Scientists are 
often specifically mentioned as the kind of people who 
should be coming in.”

Catherine Barnard, a researcher in EU law at the 
University of Cambridge, agrees that the idea is politically 
palatable. “I think there would be a lot of public support for 
it,” she says. But she warns it would be difficult to define 
the criteria for free movement. It couldn’t be based on sal-
ary because many research-critical positions are low-paid, 
such as the lab technicians on whom academics depend. 

Statham sees more practical problems: “Would academ-
ics have a different passport? Or use a different queue? I 
can’t see how it would legally stand up or be implemented.”

And other sectors would demand the same privileges. 
“Every industry and special interest will come along and 
tell a good story about why their people simply must get 
special treatment,” Sumption says.

Despite warm words from EU research commissioner 
Carlos Moedas, European countries may not agree to 
such an exception if it is contrary to their own interests. 
A study by the Centre for Global Higher Education this 

month found that EU countries are “candid about their 
hopes to ‘poach’ UK-based academics”. Brexit offers an 
opportunity for UK centres of excellence to be relocated 
to Paris or Berlin, Statham notes, so “why would it be in 
the EU’s interests to give us a preferential deal?”

An alternative model would see border controls for all, 
while introducing a simplified visa scheme for researchers. 
Eliza Manningham-Buller, who chairs the Wellcome Trust’s 
board of governors, is a proponent of such a system.

Phoebe Griffith, the associate director for migration at 
the Institute of Public Policy Research, a left-wing think 
tank, says this scheme could be designed to attract EU 
and non-EU researchers alike. The UK is already looking 
less appealing to researchers because of Brexit, she said, 
so “Britain needs to be on top of a global talent strategy 
in a way that it hasn’t been in the past”.

A promising model could be Canada’s Global Skills 
Strategy. It includes a high-skill visa scheme that Griffith 
says is “very aggressive” in the international market as it 
is well marketed and produces rapid decisions.

The Canadian scheme, which is designed to process 
visa applications for highly skilled employees in two 
weeks, approved a total of 4,425 applications between 
12 June and 31 December 2017, out of which 394 were 
from lecturers and professors, Canadian government 
data show. Of all the high-skill visas handed out by the 
scheme in that period, 1,610 went to applicants in India, 
430 in China and 247 in France.

Griffith suggests that this model could be combined 
with adjustable immigration targets. “One way to make 
them smarter and more flexible is to differentiate 
between types of migration, and rationalise each target 
according to the economic case,” she says. In this way, 
the UK could attract large numbers of researchers but 
reduce its target for immigration in other sectors.

But many researchers warn that a visa scheme, no matter 
how speedy, can’t hold a candle to the status quo. “I won’t 
be able to invite a friend from a university in Paris to fly in 
and start working on something that evening,” said Diego 
Acosta, a researcher in European and 
migration law at the University of Bristol.

Statham also does not have high hopes 
for a visa scheme: “I went to work in the 
United States last year for five months. 
It took ages and was really expensive. I 
can see the same thing happening here.”
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