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UCU Scotland submission to the education and skills 
committee on the impact of Brexit on higher education 
 

The University and College Union (UCU) is the largest trade union in the post-16 

education sector in the UK, representing academic and related members across 

the UK, and is the largest union in the higher education sector in Scotland.  We 

are pleased to submit this evidence on the impact of Brexit on higher education 

and look forward to attending the committee on 18 September. 

 

UCU consulted members in 2018, where 89% of members responding indicated 

their preference for the UK government to hold a public vote on any withdrawal 

agreement negotiated.  We hold deep reservations about a no deal Brexit and 

the disastrous consequences both for higher education as a sector and also for 

workers’ rights and working conditions across the UK. 

 

Freedom of movement and immigration: 

The announcement that the UK government are planning to end freedom of 

movement immediately on 31 October 2019 in the event of a no-deal scenario 

led to unacceptable uncertainty for many higher education staff, including in 

Scotland where around a fifth1 of research and teaching staff are EU nationals.   

 

UCU has been encouraging members who are non-UK EU citizens to apply to the 

EU settlement scheme despite the complaints about poor administration and has 

also set up an immigration legal service where members can get help from 

immigration law specialists.  In 2018 we lobbied universities to cover the costs 

of the application before the UK government announced the end of charging.  

Following the announcement of the prorogation of Parliament and the ending of 

freedom of movement immediately following a no-deal Brexit on 31 October, 

UCU orchestrated a campaign encouraging branches and members to call on 

their higher education institution to defend the status of EU staff, students and 

their families; and to help affected staff with legal advice and support.  Our 

general secretary wrote to the prime minister and home secretary; and 

members were additionally encouraged to contact politicians and ask them to 

commit to guaranteeing the rights of EU citizens. 

 

                                                 
1 
http://www.sfc.ac.uk/web/FILES/corporatepublications_sfccp012018/SFCCP012018_EU_Exit_and_Scottish_co
lleges_and_universities.pdf 



   

Since those actions, the UK government has clarified this situation for EU 

citizens, stating in a 4 September statement in Parliament that, as well as the 

EU settlement scheme, in anticipation of a review of the UK’s immigration 

system, EU citizens moving to the UK after Brexit will be able to apply to a new 

European temporary leave to remain scheme until the end of 2020 and that EU 

citizens currently living in the UK also have until, at least, until 31 December 

2020 to apply to the existing EU settlement scheme.  This takes away the initial 

worry for EU nationals working in Scottish higher education that, had they not 

applied to the settlement scheme by now, and if they were outwith the UK after 

31 October that they would not able to return to the UK to their jobs and 

families.  The temporary scheme, however, will only grant temporary leave to 

remain for a period of 36 months, after which time the new immigration system 

should, according to the UK government be up and running.  However a Scottish 

honours degree lasts for 48 months, not 36.  This anomaly was well explored 

around the time of the last proposed date for the UK leaving the UK at the end 

of March 2019, meaning that they, along with other students across the UK 

whose degrees take longer than three years, would need to apply for visas with 

the resultant additional costs midway through their studies.  This is not an 

appealing proposition for universities marketing their courses to prospective 

students. 

 

Other concerns: 

The ending of freedom of movement and its impact on the large number of 

students and staff in Scottish higher education is towards the top of UCU’s 

concerns over Brexit given the effect on our members, but it is not the only one. 

 

We share much of the sector’s worries over how Brexit will impact of the 

international status of Scotland’s higher education sector; and the future of 

research and collaboration, particularly around Horizon 2020 and also for the 

student experience and the future of Erasmus+ (and both of these schemes’ 

successor programmes).   

 

Universities UK in their briefing on the immediate consequences of a no-deal 

Brexit report a sharp drop in UK universities leading projects through Horizon 

2020 due to uncertainty and this reflects our feedback from UCU members.   

 

Likewise, figures2 show that between 2014 and 2017, 2393 students from 

Scottish universities took part in the Erasmus scheme and many EU students 

study in Scotland.  As impact studies have demonstrated3, there are benefits 

both to the host institutions and to the students undertaking these experiences, 

including improved academic attainment, enhanced employment prospects, 

development of language and inter-personal skills. 

                                                 
2 https://www.heraldscotland.com/news/17523137.scotland-would-be-biggest-loser-from-abolition-of-
erasmus-scheme-after-brexit/ 
3 https://ec.europa.eu/assets/eac/education/library/study/2014/erasmus-impact-summary_en.pdf 

https://protect-eu.mimecast.com/s/Jx0wClO5AhyLxmUG7X3V?domain=ec.europa.eu


   

 

Conclusion: 

In putting this briefing together, UCU notes that we submitted evidence4 in 

August 2016 to the Parliament’s European and External Relations Committee – 

immediately following the vote to leave the EU – and the issues raised then: the 

status of EU citizens living in Scotland and working in higher education and 

calling for the UK government to clarify its position; the need to reduce the 

threshold for higher education workers applying for visas; Erasmus+ and 

Horizon 2020 and the need for the UK government to fund UK higher education 

remaining part of those collaborations and networks post Brexit are all still 

pressing.   

 

The fact that exactly three years after raising those issues they are still 

unanswered and remain as unclear as they were in the weeks immediately 

following the referendum is telling and unacceptable. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

For more information contact: 

Murdo Mathison, Policy and Communications Officer, UCU Scotland 

Email: mmathison@ucu.org.uk Phone 07967 503909 

                                                 
4 http://www.parliament.scot/General%20Documents/University_and_College_Union_(UCU).pdf 

mailto:mmathison@ucu.org.uk

