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Shining a spotlight  
on immigration 
Emma Sykes 
(Science Policy Officer, 

Biochemical Society) 

The Biochemical Society’s Policy Network looks into immigration policies to support science 
and innovation.  

system that works for science and innovation’; an 
inquiry which the Biochemical Society responded to 
through the Royal Society of Biology.

The ‘Immigration Spotlight’ highlighted 
the views and concerns of Network members. 
Respondents were keen to emphasize the benefits 
of free movement of people for the scientific 
community. Most agreed that such free movement 
is important both to advance scientific research 
and also to advance the careers of people allowed 
to move freely between countries. Further benefits 
of free movement, as recorded by the Immigration 
Spotlight included: 

•  The ability to attract and retain skilled scientists 
and technicians to support UK research; 

•  Providing opportunities to work alongside and 
collaborate with scientists and technicians based 
internationally; 

•  The ability to travel to and access research facilities 
based internationally. 

With recent CaSE figures suggesting that 72% 
of UK-based scientists spent time at non-UK 
institutions from 1996 to 2015, it is unsurprising that 
the Spotlight revealed that the molecular biosciences 
follow this trend, with a number of respondents 
having worked or studied outside of the UK.

Numbers aside, testimonials from the Spotlight 
begin to show that benefits of the free movement of 
people go beyond access to international labs and 
retaining skilled people in scientific teams. It became 
clear that benefits are felt not just through the quality 
of the scientific work, but that the movement of people 
enriches the social and cultural lives of those working 
in the science sector, with Network members writing: 

Since the UK’s decision to leave the European Union 
in June 2016, Brexit has dominated the political 
landscape. While Brexit will result in numerous 
implications for the UK, one of the prominent 
areas of concern for the scientific community is the 
movement of people and wider immigration policies 
that may affect the status of international scientists 
living in the UK, and UK scientists living abroad. 

With March 2019 looming ever closer, 
immigration policies have experienced a great 
deal of scrutiny from organizations, parliamentary 
committees and the Government alike. The 
movement of people was a key item on the agenda 
at the Brexit Summit held by the House of Commons 
Science and Technology Committee in February 
2018. The same Committee later published a call 
for evidence on the scientific community’s needs 
from immigration policies (June 2018). Following 
the publication of data revealing that thousands of 
STEM professionals were being refused visas on the 
basis of arbitrary caps, the Campaign for Science 
and Engineering (CaSE) led a successful campaign 
resulting in medical professionals becoming exempt 
from the caps for Tier 2 Visas. As doctors and nurses 
make up the greatest proportion of applicants to Tier 
2 visas it is hoped that their removal from the cap will 
result in more visas becoming available for scientists, 
technicians and other STEM professionals. 

Given the high level of scrutiny into immigration 
policy, the Biochemical Society decided to feature 
the topic in our latest Policy Spotlight. The Policy 
Spotlight is a new initiative for members of the 
Society’s Policy Network, where members have the 
opportunity to share their opinions on a specific focus 
topic. The Immigration Spotlight was particularly 
well timed as the outcomes helped to shape the 
Society’s input into the House of Commons Science 
and Technology Committee’s inquiry ‘An immigration 
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“ I learn a lot from international colleagues, not 
just scientifically, but also culturally, which is 
such a nice experience. It opens doors for future 
international collaborations as well.”

“ People bring in a wide variety of skills, and 
different approaches to projects. The contact 
network of the group is very extensive, due to 
the international makeup of the team. This is 
essential for high-impact research.”

The Spotlight also highlighted concerns regarding 
current immigration policies, and Network members 
expressed a desire for the Government to provide 
clear guidance on immigration policies following 
Brexit. In particular, to clarify the status and rights 
of EU scientists working in the UK and support for 
skilled scientists and their families who wish to come 
to work and live in the UK. 

Immigration policies are important. They can 
have a profound effect on research and innovation in 
science, both in the UK and globally. The movement 
of skilled and experienced scientists and technicians 
affects the UK’s knowledge base, economic 
productivity and the societal gains we receive from 
the life-sciences sector. The reason for this is simple. 
Scientists are people, and policies that affect the 
scientist will undoubtedly affect the science. 

The next Policy Spotlight will be on the topic of 
regulations relating to the molecular biosciences.

 If you wish to get involved in the Policy 
Spotlight or join the Policy Network, please email  
emma.sykes@biochemistry.org. ■ 

Further Reading:

• CaSE policy review on immigration: http://www.
sciencecampaign.org.uk/resource/immigration2018.
html

• The Royal Society of Biology response to the Science 
and Technology Committee of the Common’s inquiry 
on an immigration system that works for science 
and innovation (June 2018) www.rsb.org.uk/images/
Policy/RSB_response_to_HoC_STC_An_Immigration_
system_that_works_for_science_and_innovation_
inquiry_for_submission.pdf

• House of Commons Science and Technology 
Committee Report: An immigration system that 
works for science and innovation (July 2018) 
publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201719/cmselect/
cmsctech/1061/106102.htm

• Tier 2 refusals: Full FOI data by occupation http://
www.sciencecampaign.org.uk/resource/full-data-
tier2Dec-Mar18.html

• House of Commons Science and Technology 
Committee Report: Brexit, Science and Innovation 
March 2018 publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201719/
cmselect/cmsctech/705/70502.htm
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