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NEWS

Labour’s shadow universities and 
science minister has criticised gov-
ernment ministers such as Michael 
Gove for supposedly favouring the 
Russell Group in their policies.

Shabana Mahmood also signalled 
that a Labour government could ask 
business to pay more towards the 
cost of higher education and allow 
students to transfer between colleges 
and universities.

Ms Mahmood was expected to 
deliver a speech titled “Working 
towards a One Nation higher edu-
cation policy” at the Association of 
University Administrators confer-
ence in Edinburgh on 27 March.

Although the speech offered no 
new detail on Labour’s central 
policy challenge – whether to pledge 
to cut fees or introduce a graduate 

tax – it did try to establish the party’s 
philosophical approach to the sector.

Ms Mahmood attempted to out-
line the policy implications of 
Labour leader Ed Miliband’s “One 
Nation” vision, which she described 
as “giving everyone a stake, sharing 
prosperity and preserving the 
institutions that bind us together”.

She was expected to say at the con-
ference that the government’s “obses-
sion with markets” had “boiled down 
all of higher education to mere trans-
actions…Students are consumers, 
money is king and…higher education 
is essentially a private good”.

Ms Mahmood appeared to call 
for students to be given a greater 
role in university decision-making, 
governance and learning. She called 
for “a model built on trust rather 

than transaction”, which “would 
see students as active participants 
in their university experience” and 
in “co-creating better institutions”.

She suggested “exploring feed-
back models that go further than 
asking simply what students want, 
but that instead instigate real part-
nerships that let students and staff 
organise around issues that matter 
to them”.

On funding, Ms Mahmood said 
that “in such difficult economic 
times, the time might be right to ask 
if business has a greater role to play 
in [the] overall balance of funding”.

She criticised the coalition for 
scrapping the Aimhigher national 
outreach programme and said that 
a Labour government would 
“urgently restore” widening partici-
pation as a policy priority. 

And in an apparent critique of 
Mr Gove, the education secretary, 
and his emphasis on access to 

Russell Group universities, she said: 
“Our policy cannot simply be based 
on the prejudices…of government 
ministers…no one group of univer-
sities can provide a silver bullet.”

Ms Mahmood also said that 
mature and part-time students, 
whose numbers have dropped under 
the new fees and funding system, 
have been “left out of the question 
of participation”.

She said that collaborations 
between universities and further 
education colleges will have to “be 
the rule, not the exception”, with 
the state of the labour market bring-
ing these issues into sharp focus.

“What’s more, we have the tools 
at our disposal: long-held…relation-
ships across universities and 
colleges,” she added. “A system of 
credit that could be redeployed to 
mete out ambitions for flexibility 
and to strengthen lifelong learning.”
john.morgan@tsleducation.com

But business may have to write a bigger cheque, 
shadow minister indicates. John Morgan reports

‘One Nation’ under Labour to be 
built on ‘trust, not transaction’ 

UK R&D SPENDING: LESS ON SWORDS, MORE ON PLOUGHSHARES 
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The government says its plans to 
exempt for-profit higher education 
providers from VAT are developing, 
despite a Budget announcement 
postponing the proposals because of 
“significant concerns”.

For-profit training providers – big 
players in the market include firms 
such as A4e – are thought to have 
argued that the exemption should not 
stop at the degree level, prompting an 
outcry from further education colleges 
and leading the coalition to promise 
a fresh consultation on the issue.

The Treasury’s plans, first outlined 
in the 2012 Budget for introduction 
by 2013-14, would have given com-
mercial providers VAT breaks to put 
them on a “level playing field” with 
universities, which are exempt from 
charging the tax on tuition fees.

BPP University College, the UK’s 
leading for-profit provider, is already 
VAT-exempt after adopting a non-
profit corporate form. However,  
this means its profits cannot 
routinely be distributed to its owner, 
Apollo Global. BPP’s 2011 accounts 
state that “due to statutory restric-
tions…retained earnings of 
£23,974,000 (2010 £21,119,000) 
are not currently distributable”.

If the law were changed, for-profit 
providers could potentially benefit 
from the VAT exemption while also 
giving owners access to their profits. 

An HM Revenue & Customs 
document setting out the detail of 
tax policy announcements in the 
Budget says that a consultation on 
the VAT plans, which closed in 
December, “identified a number of 
significant issues and concerns”. 

It adds that the government “is 
seeking to develop alternative 
options which will also cover pos-
sible changes to the exemption for 
further education” and will “consult 
again on this matter” later this year.

A BPP spokeswoman said the 
government “is right to take further 
time to consult on the proposals”, 
adding: “The status quo suits BPP… 
we had no plans to change structures 
due to the proposed legislation.”

Sally Hunt, the University and 
College Union’s general secretary, 
said: “Any tax breaks, on top of 
[for-profits’] ability to raise capital 
from the markets, could lead to 
established universities being under-
cut by for-profits delivering only 
courses likely to make them money.”
john.morgan@tsleducation.com

The government has cut the amount 
that overseas graduates need to earn 
if they want to work in the UK after 
they finish their courses, potentially 
making British universities more 
attractive international destinations. 

Meanwhile, a senior civil servant 
has argued that attracting inter
national students is the best way for 
the UK to make money from 
education, warning that overseas 
branch campuses are unlikely to 
offer comparable economic benefits. 

Currently, non-European Union 
graduates of UK universities have 
to earn above a certain threshold 
dependent on their profession if they 
want to stay in the UK to work. 

But from 6 April, a lower “new 
entrant” threshold will be intro-
duced for overseas graduates, those 
under 25 and graduate trainees 
switching countries with their firms. 

Normal workers have to earn at 
least as much as the bottom quarter 
of those in their occupation, but new 
entrants will only have to earn more 
than the bottom 10th.  

For example, a “higher education 
teaching professional” would 
previously have had to start on 
£30,000 a year, but for a new grad-

uate the figure will now be £23,800.
However, after three years, new 

entrants’ wages will have to meet 
the standard thresholds if they want 
to keep their work visas. 

Daniel Stevens, international 
students’ officer at the National 
Union of Students, said the new 
thresholds would be easier to meet, 
as the old ones were too high. 

“We had many cases of students 
finding a company more than willing 
to sponsor them because they had 
a skills shortage, but couldn’t offer 
the salary because it was ridiculously 
high,” he explained. 

In 2010, the coalition scrapped 
international graduates’ automatic 
right to work in the UK for two 
years after their courses, introduc-
ing the salary thresholds instead. 

Critics fear the move has made 
UK higher education less attractive, 
particularly in India: the number  
of Indian students studying at UK 
universities fell by 24 per cent in 
2011-12, according to the Higher 
Education Statistics Agency. 

Last month, Prime Minister 
David Cameron used a trade mission 
to India to drive home the message 
that there was no limit to the num-

ber of students from the country 
who could work in the UK – provid-
ing they secured graduate-level jobs. 

Meanwhile, at a conference titled 
The Internationalisation of Higher 
Education – UK competitiveness, 
student mobility and the develop-
ment of overseas campuses, held in 
London on 21 March, a senior civil 
servant at the Department for 
Business, Innovation and Skills gave 
a “sitrep” of the government’s forth-
coming industrial strategy for the 
UK education sector, due to be 
published this spring. 

Maddalaine Ansell, head of BIS’ 
International Knowledge and Inno-
vation Unit (Global), said that the 
first priority of the strategy would 
be to use education to help “return 
the economy to growth”. 

But despite increases in the num-
ber of branch campuses and UK 
degrees being offered abroad, she 
said that “most of the contribution 
to the UK bottom line comes from 
international students” studying here. 

“There is lots of [transnational 
education] going on, but it is not 
obvious that that’s coming back to 
the UK through tax,” she said, add-
ing: “It’s not clear…that international 
students…at branch campuses would 
bring as much money to the UK” as 
those studying on British soil. 
david.matthews@tsleducation.com

For-profit VAT 
break plans ‘are 
not broken’

State lowers graduate pay hurdle as civil servant 
backs student migrants. David Matthews reports

Overseas signal: earn 
less to stick around

Lucrative footfall BIS mandarin says it pays to encourage overseas students to come to the UK
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Source: ONS statistical bulletin UK Gross Domestic Expenditure on Research and Development, 2011


