
Student or migrant? (The Times 14.09.15) 

Published at 12:01AM, September 14 2015  

We must accept that international students benefit the nation, but can we be sure they don’t 

outstay their welcome?  

Sir, As you point out (“Students out”, Sept 11), international students should never have been 

included in measures of migration. The vast majority return home and potentially remain 

goodwill ambassadors for the UK for the rest of their lives. Figures that show otherwise 

neglect to take into account that these number are growing; therefore to suggest that there is a 

96,000 gap between non-EU students arriving and leaving is to misunderstand what is being 

measured. The students who remain are well-qualified, well-integrated assets to our 

economy. Universities and many of our independent schools depend on the revenue from 

international students. Children already in British schools form the majority of international 

students in British universities and it is entry into a British university that is for most parents 

the driver to send the child to a UK school. Fees from international parents become bursaries 

for less well-off British children.  

These students safeguard the future global standing of the UK as well as bringing diversity 

into our private education system. They are not potential terrorists, nor migrants competing 

for low-paid jobs. They will become the leaders and opinion formers in their own countries. 

Caroline Nixon  

Chairman, British Association of Independent Schools with International Students 
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One way to bring down net migration numbers would be to exclude foreign students, who are 

not economic migrants  
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A wise rule of politics is to avoid self-inflicted embarrassment. A more important rule is to 

avoid unnecessary damage to the economy. Nevertheless, the Conservatives have committed 

and re-committed themselves to the goal of limiting net inward migration to the “tens of 

thousands” even as the actual numbers reach 330,000. 

Their stubbornness is understandable. The government is trying to stick to a manifesto 

commitment and to pay heed to legitimate public anxiety over immigration. Yet in order to 

meet an arbitrary and implausible target it is contemplating a series of measures to exert 

steady downward pressure on foreign student numbers. 

Foreign students are a frequent target of Home Office attention because they account for 

roughly 40 per cent of net migration. They are also an important net contributor to the 

economy and vital to the financial and academic future of Britain’s universities. Forcing them 

to bear the brunt of efforts to control immigration would be self-defeating and wrong. It 

http://www.thetimes.co.uk/tto/opinion/leaders/article4553600.ece


would also be pointless, because there is an obvious and honourable alternative. Foreign 

student numbers should be removed from official statistics on net migration. 

In the year to March, 188,000 overseas students applied to study in Britain, an increase of 6 

per cent on the previous year and part of a steady upward trend in the number applying to our 

top universities. Twenty-eight per cent of these were from within the EU and therefore 

entitled to be in Britain. The remaining 137,000 were non-EU students subject to British 

immigration laws, which Theresa May, the home secretary, says many of them have broken.  

Writing in The Sunday Times last month, Ms May claimed that 96,000 more non-EU students 

entered Britain than left, accounting for half of all non-EU net migration. “The right to study 

in the UK cannot become an automatic right to live here unconditionally,” she wrote. Ms 

May is right on the point of principle, but she overstates the risks and underestimates the 

benefits of healthy and rising foreign student numbers. 

The 96,000 figure is at best an estimate since no systematic record is kept of what foreign 

students do after graduation. What is clear is that an urgently needed crackdown on bogus 

colleges has cut abuse of student visas by economic migrants by more than 80 per cent since 

2011. And most bona fide students leave the country within four years of graduating, even if 

many do not leave at once.  

These students are not a number to be managed down to meet an immigration target. They 

are a vital source of intellectual and economic capital for Britain. Their annual contribution to 

the economy including fees, accommodation payments and off-campus spending has been 

estimated at more than £13 billion. As public funding is cut, this revenue helps to sustain 

universities. It subsidises domestic students’ courses, particularly in expensive STEM 

subjects chosen by the next generation of scientists and engineers. Moreover, a thoroughly 

international university population reflects the world in which these students, British and 

foreign alike, will work. 

The government’s reluctance to take foreign students out of net migration numbers stems 

from fear of being seen to manipulate the statistics. Yet this would not be manipulation, but 

common sense, which is why the foreign secretary has written to the prime minister urging 

him to take this step, as we report today.  

The public is entitled to be concerned about the pace of overall immigration, but legitimate 

foreign students should never have been included in official measures of migration, and 

should not be now. British higher education is a booming export sector. Its continued growth 

is an opportunity to be seized, not squandered 

 


