Costly visas must not be a barrier to boosting UK research and innovation

The first few months of this Government sent out some very positive signals for UK research and
innovation. A bold ambition to build on the UK’s world-leading reputation in science has been
accompanied by a series of changes to the UK’s immigration system designed to attract global
talent: from extending post-study work rights and removing the cap on skilled migrants; to reducing
the salary threshold for many and introducing the Global Talent Visa. These positive steps for UK
science were backed up in the budget by an historic funding boost' — putting science, innovation and
technology at the heart of the UK’s investment strategy.

Since that time, ongoing efforts to tackle the COVID-19 pandemic have highlighted further the value
of the UK’s research sector — whether it be urgently investigating possible treatments and vaccines,
delivering medical technology and devices at speed, or advising on how best to keep the public safe.
It is more important than ever that we recognise the value of our whole research community,
including established leaders in their fields, alongside those starting out their careers and the vital
research workforce who support them. We must ensure the international researchers who help
underpin our world-leading research environment feel welcome here. The development of a new
immigration system brings a once-in-a-generation opportunity to do just that.

We are keen to work with Government to ensure their investment towards a world-class research
environment is matched by an immigration system that genuinely cements the UK as a go-to
destination for global research and innovation talent. A critical question is how the cost of the UK
visa system affects our attractiveness to the world’s scientists, researchers, engineers and
mathematicians.

82% of British adults feel that the UK should be competing with other major economies to attract
scientists, academics and their support staff to the UK'. Yet a skilled worker coming to the UK under
the new Global Talent Visa has to pay considerably more than they would in eleven other leading
scientific nations (Figure 1). Similarly, the total average upfront cost for a Tier 2 skilled worker visa —
taking the costs to the researcher and their employer together —is £8,419, 540% higher than the
average cost in other leading scientific nations (£1,316). And while we should aim to retain global
talent once here, a researcher with a family of four faces nearly £10,000 of fees if they want to apply
for indefinite leave to remain.

The research and innovation sector simply cannot afford for the UK to become less appealing to
the world’s best research and innovation staff: 31% of the UK’s Nobel Prize winners in science were
born outside of the UK" and the international movement of scientists has helped the UK become
home to 4 of the world’s top 20 universities".

The passage of the new Immigration Bill marks a critical juncture — paving the way for all skilled
staff migrating to the UK from 2021 to be subject to the UK’s immigration rules and associated visa
costs. It is vital Government carry out an urgent review of the UK’s visa costs and their expected
impact on the recruitment of international research and innovation staff. We stand ready to support
this review and to work constructively with Government to ensure the UK is as attractive as possible.

We must make the most of this once-in-a-generation opportunity. If our visa system remains one
of the most expensive in the world, we risk deterring global talent and devaluing the Government’s



historic investment in research. To echo the Government’s Chief Scientific Advisor, we ultimately risk
undermining the ambition to boost UK science if we do not get the issue of science mobility right".

As Government seek to build on their positive first steps, we must ensure that, from 2021, the UK
is at the top of the list for global talent choosing their destination for research and innovation.
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Figure 1: Upfront cost of obtaining a five-year UK Global Talent Visa (exceptional talent) compared
with other leading science nations"i

Country and Visa Category Total Cost to Employee
Japan - Researcher Visa £0
Spain - Residence Permit for Researchers f64
S. Korea - E3 Research Visa £99
Netherlands - Researcher £145
Australia - Temp Activity Visa - Research (408) £154
Australia - Research Student £154
Sweden - Residence Permit for Visiting Researchers £160
Germany - Scientific Visa for Researchers £170
Italy - Research Permit £207
US - J1 Research Scholar £258
France - Talent Passport - Researcher £313
India - Research Visa for all levels £608
UK — Global Talent Visa £2608

" https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/science-environment-51839537

it https://www.universitiesuk.ac.uk/news/Pages/New-poll-shows-overwhelming-support-for-an-immigration-system-
based-on-skills.aspx

iii https://royalsociety.org/-/media/policy/Publications/2019/international-visa-systems-explainer-july-2019.pdf

v 31% of the UK’s Nobel Prizes in physiology or medicine, chemistry and physics were awarded to people not born in the
UK. Calculated from the Nobel Prize website as of March 2020.

vV Times Higher Education World University Rankings 2020

vi 23 January 2020 at the Campaign for Science and Engineering’s annual lecture, reported
http://www.sciencecampaign.org.uk/engaging-with-policy/events/annual-lecture-2019.html

vii https://royalsociety.org/-/media/policy/Publications/2019/international-visa-systems-explainer-july-2019.pdf and
https://www.gov.uk/global-talent
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