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editorial

By any standard, British academia is 
remarkably successful. UK institutions 
rank highly among the world’s top 
universities, and the papers UK academics 
produce account for a sixth of the 
world’s most highly cited articles. Only 
the United States has more Nobel Prize 
winning scientists. Indeed, higher 
education is one of Britain’s major export 
industries. So when scientists warn this 
may be coming under threat, policy makers 
should listen.

Over the past few years, there has been 
rising concern in the academic community 
that Britain’s tough stance on immigration 
is putting off the most talented foreign 
scientists and driving them to competing 
nations1. The latest prominent scientist to 
add his voice to the rising chorus of criticism 
is John O’Keefe, the US-born neuroscientist 
who last month won the Nobel Prize in 
Physiology or Medicine, who has described 
Britain’s visa rules as a “very, very large 
obstacle” to recruiting the best scientists 
from abroad.

Although the bureaucracy for many 
would-be students is indeed cumbersome, 
especially for those from outside the 
European Union (EU), it should be stressed 
that the UK government has not placed an 
explicit limit on the number of students 
from overseas. However, in keeping with 
the anti-establishment sentiment that has 
taken hold in many EU countries since 
the financial crash of 2008, there has been 
a pronounced rise in anti-immigration 
rhetoric. With increasing competition for 
global talent, the perception that the UK 
does not welcome foreign academics and 
professionals is becoming problematic. 

More worrying still would be the 
consequences of actually implementing 
the policies some influential British 
politicians are floating in the run up to 
the general election in 2015. Two issues 
are presently dominating the public 
discourse: Europe and the poor condition 
of the UK’s public finances, which remain 
weak despite six years of austerity. By 
concentrating the discussion on Europe 
around a more emotive argument 
about immigration — in particular the 
government’s inability to control migration 
to Britain because of the EU’s rules on 
the free movement of workers — the 

right-wing UK Independence Party has 
sucked the mainstream political parties 
into an unedifying race to the bottom, as 
they compete to ‘look tough’ on a subject 
that worries many voters. Alarmingly, the 
Prime Minister, David Cameron, has gone 
as far as to question Britain’s commitment 
to the principle of free movement. 

This development puts Britain on a 
collision course with the rest of Europe, with 
potentially serious consequences. Freedom 
of movement is a founding principle of the 
EU, and it is inconceivable other European 
leaders will countenance scrapping it. 
Mr Cameron is committed to renegotiating 
the relationship between the UK and the 
EU, and if elected he is promising an in-out 
referendum in 2017. By pressing for direct 
curbs on migration, he therefore risks 
making a ‘Brexit’ much more likely.

In fact, the evidence overwhelmingly 
suggests that Britain benefits from 
immigration. A recent study concludes that, 
overall, EU migrants are net contributors 
to British state finances, largely because 
they are likely to be young and highly 
skilled workers2. Anybody working in the 
science and engineering sector will be 
aware of the important contribution made 
by their European colleagues. However, 
when it comes to scientific research, there 
is much more to the argument than dry 
fiscal considerations.

One need only count the number of 
nationalities in any university laboratory 
in the UK to appreciate that in scientific 
research — perhaps more than in any other 
human endeavour — it is knowledge and 
ideas that matter, not nationality. Successful 

research depends on the open exchange 
of ideas, and can be greatly undermined 
if restricted by national borders. Labour 
mobility is therefore of crucial importance.

Britain is an integral part of a European 
research landscape in which scientists, 
knowledge and ideas can move freely across 
borders. Its cosmopolitan community 
of academic scientists is renowned for 
the quality and diversity of research, a 
fact reflected by the lion’s share of grants 
awarded to them by the European Research 
Council, the agency that from 2014 to 
2020 will fund pioneering research to 
the tune of €13 billion as part of the EU’s 
Horizon 2020 programme. The nation is 
also taking a lead role in the Graphene 
Flagship project, the €1 billion collaboration 
to help bring graphene and other two-
dimensional materials to commercialization. 
Famously, graphene shot to prominence 
as a result of the work carried out by two 
scientists that came to the UK from abroad: 
Konstantin Novoselov and Andre Geim 
(pictured), who were awarded the 2010 
Nobel Prize in Physics for their work.

To get an idea of the problems that can 
result from curbing free movement, Britain 
need only look at Switzerland. In response 
to a Swiss referendum that narrowly 
voted in favour of tight immigration rules 
that could restrict the number of foreign 
scientists working in the country, the 
European Commission suspended talks over 
Switzerland’s association with Horizon 2020 
(ref. 3). Although there has since been a 
thaw in relations and interim solutions have 
been found, Switzerland’s full participation 
in Horizon 2020 remains in doubt4.

Clearly, anti-immigration rhetoric is not 
just a problem in the UK. But the political 
debate must focus on facts and not on 
fear. It is an illusion to think immigration 
problems will go away following an exit 
from the EU. Politicians must make clear 
to the British public that, in a global 
economy, an open and welcoming policy 
on immigration is in Britain’s economic 
interest. The success of the country’s 
research depends on it. ❐
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As the debate on immigration in the UK becomes increasingly visceral, British science risks being caught 
in the crossfire.

British science needs free movement
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Two immigrants.
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