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Article for the Guardian in response to invitation to do

 ‘Right of reply’ piece.

Foreign students and visas
 

It was unfortunate, amidst the clouds of confusion and controversy over net immigration and student visas, to see your rather misleading heading to a piece on 6 September “One overseas student in five overstays visa”, about the Home Office’s latest research (“The Migrant Journey”). 

The use of the word 'overstaying' clearly gave the impression that these students had remained in the UK illegally whilst the report made no such accusation.  It therefore suggested abuse of the system, instead of compliance, and missed the key conclusion that of all the categories tracked, students were, in fact, the least likely to be here after 5 years and the least likely to apply for settlement.

In the context of a cap on and net immigration levels, this point is critically important – in the political debate and for the future of our universities and colleges throughout the UK.
 

Your report went on to say that “One international student in five remains in the UK after their initial visa has expired” which is, according to the Home Office statistics tracking those who had entered as students in 2004 and who were still here in 2009, correct.  Another way of putting this, however, is that the vast majority (79%) had, as one would expect, gone home.  As the report went on to show, of the others,  6% were still, quite legitimately, in education (because of long courses such as medicine or a series of courses from say 'A' levels to a degree) and the balance had, again quite legitimately, either married British citizens or applied for and been issued with visas to work here.  It seems a relatively small proportion.
 

The heading in the “Times” on the same day, however, was probably even more damaging – “Crackdown on student visas as 130,000 migrants arrive with no university place”.  Were they all homeless?  Was this the result of some new global scam?  Were we being invaded? No, the reality, of course, is that the Home Office had “discovered” that instead of going to universities, they all had places in our publicly funded further education colleges, our independent schools or at private colleges i.e. at institutions which are inspected, approved, accredited and licensed, under the new and recently tightened rules, on the UK Border Agency's own Register.
 

Our concern, of course, is that stories such as these (in the UK and then repeated in the overseas press), presumably prompted by briefings, can give the impression that international students are not welcome here.  And add to the impression that they are in some way part of our economic or social problems - when they are, of course, potentially part of the solution.  They have, by law, no access to state benefits.  They have, by law, highly restricted rights to work.  They therefore place no burden on public services – which is presumably the underlying concern. They come to learn, not earn.  

They are now, following changes to the rules over the last 12 months, regulated far more closely having to prove that they have the funds to pay their fees plus £7,200 in cash for the first nine months of studies (in London) or £5,400 (elsewhere).  They are now tracked by location and have their visas ‘tied’ to the institutions which offered them the place making it a criminal offence to study elsewhere.

They contribute some £8 billion of income annually to the UK economy (let alone the global friendships and business links created) in what is one of the UK's most successful export industries.  Our universities and colleges survive, prosper and expand because of them.  We have taken decades to build our international reputation as a high quality, safe and welcoming destination - and to be second only to the USA in the numbers of students we recruit.  
All of us realise there are concerns on immigration but we must be very careful, both in reporting and in government action, not to jeopardise these earnings, these links and this global reputation.  And ideally accept, as Australian universities are now calling for there, for those merely on student visas to be entirely removed from the net immigration statistics and the immigration debate.
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