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Summary 

1. Universities Scotland welcomes the opportunity to respond to this inquiry. Our key 
messages can be summarised as follows: 

 
• Universities Scotland’s position on Europe is to set out the opportunities and 

challenges as we see them, to ensure that policy makers on all sides of the debate 
are very clear on the implications of their preferred outcome for the university 
sector and to challenge the proponents of both outcomes to secure a set of 
funding and policy outcomes that enable universities to be successful. 

• The decision taken in the referendum on EU membership will impact on the 
income generated by HEIs and their economic activity that creates and sustains 
jobs and creates investment and prosperity. 

• The EU is a very important source of research income for universities and 
membership of the EU opens up many opportunities for universities that 
contribute to their success. Scotland’s 19 HEIs are highly diverse and vary 
significantly. The success of them, whatever their size or individual mission, 
owes a lot to their ability to operate as part of a teaching and research ecosystem 
that reaches across the world, transcending national borders.  

• The EU is a significant partner in terms of the volume of ‘trade’ that Scottish 
HEIs have with Europe, across their teaching, research and innovation. 

• One in every ten pounds of research income that Scotland’s universities win 
competitively comes from EU sources.  

• Scotland’s HEIs are also involved in, and have access to, large multinational 
research facilities because of the UK’s membership of the EU. 

 

Context 

2. It might be helpful to clarify the status of higher education institutions (HEIs) from the 
outset as relevant to the terms of this enquiry. HEIs are not ‘businesses’ in so far as they 
do not operate on a for-profit basis and they are not private organisations. But neither 
are they public bodies. HEIs in Scotland are registered charities. In summary, HEIs occupy 
a distinct public-private status. 
 



3. HEIs generate 60 per cent of their total income from competitively-won and/or private 
sources in their teaching, research and innovation activities. As a result they have a 
powerful leverage effect offering a significant return on public investment to the tune of 
an economic impact of £7.2 billion gross value added every year. It is this economic 
activity that creates and sustains jobs and drives growth, creating investment and 
prosperity at both a regional and national level – all areas that will be impacted by the 
decision taken in the referendum on EU membership.  

 
4. Whilst not businesses themselves, many of Scotland’s HEIs wholly own and operate 

subsidiary limited companies to deliver certain trading and commercial functions. 
Examples include Edinburgh Research and Innovation at the University of Edinburgh 
which manages the University’s tech-transfer and company formation. Scotland’s Rural 
College has associate company SAC Commercial Ltd to run its consulting services. GU 
Holdings Ltd is the University of Glasgow’s investment company for spin-out companies 
and Strathclyde University has the Strathclyde University Incubator Ltd. 

 

Committee Questions 

To what extent are the views of businesses based upon business considerations only, as 
opposed to wider considerations?   

5. Universities Scotland’s position is both value-based and informed by judgments of 
universities’ business environment. Value judgements that link strongly to the EU include 
a fundamental belief in the freedom of movement of talent. The mobility of staff and 
students has always been integral to university life and has arguably never been more 
important.  
 

6. Looking at their operating environment, membership of the EU opens up many 
opportunities for universities that contribute to their success. Two brief examples: 

 
• The EU is a very important source of research income for universities. Scotland’s 

universities received £88.8million of research funding in 2013/14 from EU sources. 
Most of this, 85 per cent, comes from European Commission programmes. The rest 
from EU charities and business. EU sources account for one pound in every ten that 
Scotland’s universities receive in competitive research income. Uncertainty around 
the future of this income introduces a significant risk to universities’ operating 
environment.  

• Returning again to freedom of movement but on more pragmatic grounds, a 
significant minority of academic staff employed by universities are of EU (not UK) 
nationality. In Scotland this figure sits at 16% as a sector average and increases to 
more than 1 in 5 academic staff in some institutions. These staff are vital to the 
quality of teaching and research and therefore to the competitive position of these 
institutions. 
 

7. Finally, we share the position articulated by Universities UK (UUK) in its submission to 
this enquiry. Beyond the direct effects that accrue to the university, institutions’ 
relationship with Europe multiply the positive economic and social impact they have on 
their regions and at a national level. 

 



What are the main reasons for the different views amongst businesses relating to EU 
membership? To what extent are they related to sector, size of business, volume of trade 
with Europe, region or nation of the UK? Have the results of the Prime Minister’s 
renegotiation made a difference to these views? 

Size 
8. In our view size of institution has very little bearing on views on Europe. Scotland’s 19 

higher education institutions are highly diverse and vary significantly in size when 
measured by student/staff body or turnover. All 19 HEIs value the relationship they have 
with Europe and consider EU membership an asset to the environment in which they 
operate.  
 

9. The success of Scotland’s 19 higher education institutions, whatever their size or 
individual mission, owes a lot to their ability to operate as part of a teaching and research 
ecosystem that reaches across the world, transcending national borders. Europe is a 
significant part of this ecosystem. The existence of the European Union has helped to 
enable remove and/or reduce many of the barriers that might otherwise be caused by 
national borders. The freedom of movement of people is a notable example of this within 
the higher education sector. On average, 16% of academic staff in Scotland’s higher 
education sector are of EU (not UK) nationality.  

 

10. We also recognise that European funding, including ERDF and ESF, makes an important 
contribution to encouraging the competitiveness of small and medium-sized enterprises 
(SMEs). As the vast majority of businesses in Scotland are SMEs, we believe that not 
having access to such funds could negatively impact university-business engagement and 
the sustainable growth of businesses and the Scottish economy. 
 
Volume 

11. The volume of ‘trade’ that Scottish HEIs have with Europe, across their teaching, research 
and innovation functions, is a factor influencing our position as an organisation because 
the EU is a significant partner:  
 

• We have already stated that one in every ten pounds of research income that 
Scotland’s universities win competitively comes from EU sources. 
 

• The EU’s Structural Funds have been an important enabler of universities’ 
innovation and commercialisation activity with the business community. As an 
example, 14 different Scottish universities were lead partners in 60 ERDF projects 
between 2007 and 2013 to a value of over £62.5 million.  Many of these projects 
have helped embed the infrastructure needed to support closer engagement 
between universities and the business community.1 

 
• When it comes to opportunities for students, through Erasmus the EU is the single 

biggest source of funding for Scottish/UK students wanting to study or work 
abroad. 1,600 Scots go to Europe every year through this programme. 
 

                                                
1 Scottish Government ERDF 2007-2013 



12. Examples of innovation-focused projects to receive ERDF funding include Strathclyde 
University’s Technology Innovation Centre which received a contribution of over £6.5 
million of funding towards the total investment of £90 million needed. The University of 
Edinburgh’s Scottish Centre for Regenerative Medicine received over £5 million of funds 
from the EU fund. 
 

13. It is a statement of fact to say that different universities attract different levels of research 
funding from EU sources. However, the key thing here is not the absolute sums but the 
relative importance to the institution and the impact that can be created from that 
investment. 
 
Prime Minister’s Renegotiation 

14. The areas negotiated by the Prime Minister in February 2016 do not overlap significantly 
with universities’ primary interests in the EU.  
 

15. The area that comes closest is that of competition and  regulation. The Prime Minister’s 
focus was on the single market but the same desire to reduce  regulation and red tape 
would apply to some sources of European funding that universities bid for. The last round 
of ERDF required significant levels of reporting which may be unnecessary for 
accountability of funding in large organisations which already have full and existing 
routes of accountability. It’s also fair to say that significant levels of reporting  will 
disproportionately impact on smaller HEIs.  
 
 
In forming views about the impact on trade and investment of leaving the EU, what 
assumptions are businesses making: e.g. about future terms of trade (membership of 
European Free Trade Association, European Economic Area or new arrangements); 
freedom of movement; application of European regulations to the UK; access to R&D and 
innovation; consumer prices? 

 
16. This is a difficult question to answer because there is no precedent for a member state 

leaving the EU and therefore no comparable experience on which to make assumptions.  
 

17. Universities Scotland’s position on Europe is to set out the opportunities and challenges 
as we see them, to ensure that policy makers on all sides of the debate are very clear on 
the implications of their preferred outcome for the university sector and to challenge the 
proponents of both outcomes to secure a set of funding and policy outcomes that enable 
universities to be successful.  

 

18. We recognise that other European countries operate under associate status, which may 
be one possible model for the UK that would allow some continued access to research 
funds etc. but the terms of this would need to be negotiated. As Scotland, and the UK, 
does relatively better than most other EU countries, in terms of its proportionate take-



home of the research funding pie2, the cost to buy-in to certain benefits via associated 
country status is likely to be shaped by this.  

 

19. It is important to note that, following a referendum on freedom of movement, 
Switzerland is now classified as a ‘partially associated’ country. Horizon 2020 funding is 
built around three pillars. Switzerland now has third country status in many Horizon 
2020 calls (often from pillar two and three).3 This means that Swiss partners can join 
European collaborative projects but are not entitled to direct funding. This limits access 
to ‘Industrial Leadership’ and ‘societal challenges’ grants. The ‘Industrial Leadership’ 
pillar includes grants for small and medium sized enterprises.4 This may be seen, 
therefore, as a warning that access to European funding in future will not be guaranteed 
to be either automatic or on a permanent basis. 

 

20. Under the potential scenario of a negotiated opt-in to some EU funding sources in a post-
Brexit environment, it is important to note that the UK would have significantly reduced 
ability (if any) to influence the shape of funding and policy priorities in a way that serves 
our interests. This is obviously concerning to the HE sector in so far as research and 
innovation policy is concerned. To date the UK has been an important partner in shaping 
recent changes to the Horizon 2020 programme. The UK has been instrumental in 
promoting an excellence based approach to research funding allocation. While the UK has 
received over 15 per cent of total Horizon 2020 funding, we received 19.9% of funding 
delivered through the ‘excellent science’ pillar, i.e. that allocated on the basis of 
excellence.5 
 

 
What might be the implications for future tariffs and market access from the EU 
referendum decision?  How significant might changes in tariffs be to business 
prospects compared with, for example, currency fluctuations, and other business 
factors? 
 
What might the UK reasonably expect to achieve in terms of future trade agreements 
from either remaining in the EU, or leaving the EU and over what time period? What 
advantages for trade negotiations might arise from a decision to remain, or to leave 
the EU? 
 

21. Relatively little of universities’ revenues is derived from sources which might plausibly 
be subject to tariffs. 
 

                                                
2 The EU Framework 7 programme for research ran from 2007-2013. Scotland secured £636 million during 
that period which equates to 10.4 per cent of all Framework funds that came into the UK, relative to an 8.5 
per cent share of the UK population. 

3 http://www.sbfi.admin.ch/h2020/02455/index.html?lang=en  
4 http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_MEMO-13-1085_en.htm 
5 https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/uk-participation-in-horizon-2020-and-framework-
programme-7 



22. As there is no precedent for a member state leaving the EU, we can make no assumptions 
about future access to EU research funding, the regulatory environment or freedom of 
movement arrangements in the event of a vote to Leave. 

 

23. We have not made an assumption as to the access that UK-based researchers and 
institutions would have to the EU’s research funding. What is certain, in the case of the 
UK leaving the EU, is that access to the EU’s research and development programmes 
would depend on negotiations with the remaining Member States, and be subject to their 
unanimous approval.  

 

24. As noted above, Switzerland recently had its status as a full associate country for the 
purposes of Horizon 2020 removed, following a referendum on freedom of movement, 
and we believe this may present a warning against assuming that access to these 
programmes will be possible, permanent, or unconditional. 

 

25. Examples of how EU research and innovation funding has been used by Scotland’s HEIs 
to deliver benefits to Scotland include: 
 

• Supporting patient care & reducing pressure on NHS Scotland.   
The University of Edinburgh’s School of Informatics received €2.9 million from 
the EU’s Horizon 2020 fund to assist with Health in My Language, which translates 
NHS public information into a variety of languages. This eases the pressure on 
Scotland’s NHS.  

• Assisting the agricultural industry with insect control. 
The University of Glasgow received €7 million in from the Horizon 2020 fund for 
the development of a form of insect control based on neuropeptides. The 
nEUROSTRESSPEP project uses insects’ own neuropeptides against them to alter 
the hormones and pheromones of pests but causes no harm to other insects. The 
research project will be of value to the agricultural industry. The research will be 
taken forward by a large international collaboration of partners. 

 
26. Scotland’s HEIs are also involved in, and have access to, large multinational research 

facilities because of the UK’s membership of the EU. One example of these facilities is the 
Joint European Torus (JET), which investigates the potential of fusion power as a safe, 
clean, and virtually limitless energy source for future generations. It is a joint venture 
involving 40 European laboratories and is the world’s only operational fusion experiment 
capable of producing fusion energy. Continued involvement in, and access to,  shared and 
collaborative research facilities is important, but again we cannot assume access for our 
HEIs in the event of a vote to Leave. 
 

27. The UK’s EU membership brings the benefits of freedom of movement for staff and 
students. This principle is even more important to Scotland’s universities given the very 
damaging restrictions on visas, through the Tier 2 route, that universities face when it 
comes to the recruitment of international staff. 

 



28. Scotland differs to the rest of the UK when it comes to student recruitment from EU 
member states. This is worth noting as UUK makes a point of student recruitment from 
EU nations in its submission to the Committee. Students of EU-domicile are eligible to 
free undergraduate education in Scotland due to the interplay of Scottish Government 
policy for Scottish-domiciled students and the principles of Article 18 and Article 21 of 
the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union (TFEU) which covers prohibition of 
discrimination on grounds of nationality and freedom of movement. 

 

29. The in-flow of EU-domiciled students to Scotland, at a total of over 24,000 at 
undergraduate and postgraduate levels of study, brings a number of economic and social 
benefits. Economic benefits include substantial on/off campus expenditure which counts 
as HE export income. Social benefits include greater diversity in the student body, broader 
perspectives in the class room leading to educational enrichment for all students and 
graduates with better global awareness. Having a sizeable cohort of EU-domiciled 
students in Scotland respects the principle of freedom of movement to which universities 
fully subscribe and is part of the reciprocal arrangement from which Scottish-domiciled 
students and staff also benefit. However, the cost of the undergraduate education of EU-
domiciled students is met by the Scottish Government and does mean increased 
competition between EU and Scottish-domiciled applicants for a finite number of 
undergraduate places. 

 

ENDS 


