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Introduction

1. Much has been made of the recent fall in international students to the UK from India. David Cameron has just 
returned from India after banging the drum for British Universities and encouraging genuine students to study here. 
This is  entirely compatible with effective immigration controls. Indian student visa grants have fallen because recent 
abuse of the system has been addressed. 

Student Numbers

2. There are two ways of measuring student flows – visa grants and the International Passenger Survey (IPS). Both 
measures demonstrate that students have increased dramatically in the recent past.

Figure 1. Non-EU IPS Immigration for Study, 1991-20111

1  ONS, LTIM, International Passenger Survey, Table 3, Citizenship by Main Reason for Migration.
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3. The significant rise in student immigration after 2008 is also borne out in the visa statistics. 

Figure 2. Grants of Student Visas (Excluding Dependants and Student Visitors)2

Points Based System and an Increase in Student Numbers

4. In 2008 the then Labour government introduced the Points Based System (PBS) which was intended to rely on 
objective evidence rather than subjective judgements. However, it was largely a paper based system with no interviews 
or contact with an Entry Clearance Officer.  Following its introduction student applications increased significantly. In 
some parts of South Asia student applications had to be temporarily suspended amid fears that the dramatic rise in 
applications was in part fuelled by bogus applications. 

2  Home Office Visa Statistics, Table be.06.s: Entry Clearance visas issued by category and country of nationality.
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Figure 4. Indian Student Visa Grants, 2001/2 – 2011

5. The graph above shows the sharp rise in student visas granted to applicants from India following the introduction of 
the Points Based System in 2008.

6. However, the system suffered from a chronic lack of control and there is concrete evidence of abuse of the route. 
The National Audit Office estimated in 2012 that in the first year of the PBS between 40,000 and 50,000 students 
may have entered the UK for work rather than study.3  In their report, the NAO states: ‘The Agency granted one third 
more students visas in the first year of Tier 4, an increase not fully explained by external economic changes, such as 
increased prosperity in some countries and movements in exchange rates.’  

7. In 2012 the Home Office carried out a pilot scheme in which students were interviews at certain posts.  The results 
suggested that large numbers of students who were granted visas would have failed an interview in which credibility 
was assessed. The pilot found that 59% of those interviewed would potentially be refused on credibility grounds, 
suggesting that abuse of this route in India is significant.4 

8. The evidence suggests, therefore, that the recent fall in Indian student visa grants is a result of the government’s 
crackdown on bogus colleges and bogus students. It is not a result of the ‘mixed messages’ being picked up in India 
in the wake of the on-going immigration debate in the UK.5 Bogus students are costly to the economy in that they 
use public services often without paying tax.  They undermine the rule of law, compete for jobs with locals and enable 
unscrupulous employers to compete unfairly with those who play by the rules. Furthermore, tackling bogus students is 
essential if Britain’s higher education sector is to retain its world class reputation. 

3  National Audit Office, Immigration: The Points Based System – Student Route, March 2012, URL: http://www.
nao.org.uk//idoc.ashx?docId=0f549a94-58b6-4080-8a93-fb6aa9bb4b5e&version=-1 
4  Home Office, Tier 4 student credibility pilot analysis of quantitative and qualitative data,  July 2012, URL: 
http://www.homeoffice.gov.uk/publications/science-research-statistics/research-statistics/immigration-asylum-
research/occ104/ 
5  Gavin Barwell, Telegraph Online, ‘We must avoid mixed messages on immigration’, 20th February 2013, URL: 
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/asia/india/9881214/We-must-avoid-mixed-messages-on-immigration.
html   
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9. It has been claimed by Gavin Barwell MP that the recent fall in students from India will cost the UK economy £169 
million and will result in lower growth and fewer jobs.6 It seems that the calculation has been arrived at by multiplying 
the fall in Indian students by just under £20,000 per year in tuition and other spending.7 However, this assumes that 
these students are genuine, when in fact they are bogus.  Apart from any element of the first year’s fees paid in 
advance, there has been no loss of revenue to the UK economy.  Even this will be counterbalanced by their use of 
public services.

Conclusion

10.  In the context of Indian visa grants, it is clear that the recent reduction is a result of the British government 
cracking down on significant abuse of the route. David Cameron’s message in India was the right one – genuine 
students are free to come to study in the UK and can stay on and work if they are able to find a graduate level job.  
Moreover, there is no cap on the numbers. This message is entirely compatible with a strong, selective and well-
managed immigration system. What is not compatible is tens of thousands of bogus students using the student route 
as a back door to stay in Britain. 

6  Ibid. 
7  HESA data shows a fall in Indian domiciled students at UK HEIs of 9,190 from 39,090 in the academic year 
2010/11 to 29,900 in 2011/12. HESA Press Release 184, Non-UK domicile students, 11 January 2013, URL: http://www.
hesa.ac.uk/index.php?option=com_content&task=view&id=2663&Itemid=161 


