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Russell Group response: Business and Trade Committee Inquiry - China and the UK Economy
About the Russell Group
The Russell Group represents 24 of the UK’s leading research-intensive universities. Across every part of the UK, our universities use ground-breaking research to make a difference: turning ideas into jobs, translating knowledge into skills for the economy, and creating opportunities for our communities to thrive.
Summary
Joint research with Chinese academics and organisations confers economic and societal benefits to the UK. However, our universities recognise that these research partnerships with China, and international research partnerships more broadly, come with risk. We therefore work closely with the government and security services to identify and manage these risks. 
The UK’s approach to balancing opportunities and risks is mature, with the UK’s ‘research security’ efforts considered Europe-leading. In this response, we have made several recommendations to enhance the UK’s approach and ensure a proportionate and agile system. These recommendations include: clear and consistent information to universities on the risks; adequate resourcing of government units involved in screening joint R&D activity; and government co-investment in universities’ research security efforts and joint research projects with China. 
Chinese students also support economic growth, for example by spending in local economies and enabling universities to reinvest tuition fees in R&D and teaching activities. We recognise international recruitment comes with financial risk and our universities are trying to grow student numbers from a wider range of countries. However, in recent years government policy changes and rhetoric have made these diversification efforts much harder. 
Finally, a long-term, UK-wide approach to China engagement that supports the UK’s economic resilience requires an enhanced understanding of China. Universities are well positioned to help develop the UK’s ‘China capabilities’, by producing graduates and delivering advice and training. We would welcome an opportunity to work with the UK government and codevelop a China capabilities strategy.
UK-China research collaboration
Benefits: essential collaboration with a leading research nation
International collaboration underpins Russell Group universities’ world-class research capabilities: half our researchers are not originally from the UK[footnoteRef:2] and two thirds of academic papers involve an international coauthor.[footnoteRef:3] We pool expertise, facilities, funding, and ideas to produce more together than we could alone. [2:  HESA staff data, looking at those on researcher only contracts (2025)]  [3:  British Council analysis of 2024 SciVal data, shared with the Russell Group October 2024] 

China hosts 25% of the world’s R&D workforce,[footnoteRef:4] is now the largest investor in R&D worldwide[footnoteRef:5] and leads the world in critical research areas such as natural sciences.[footnoteRef:6] This makes China a significant research partner for the UK’s research-intensive universities. Indeed, the UK produces more co-authored academic publications with China that any country other than the United States.[footnoteRef:7]  [4:  UK to advance targeted science cooperation with China, DSIT (2025)]  [5:  OECD 2026]  [6:  Chris Woolston, Nature Index (2023)]  [7:  Analysis of SciVal data for 2020-25. ] 

UK-China research collaboration delivers concrete social and economic benefits for the UK. Working with highly talented Chinese academics and research students, and accessing world-class facilities, supports our research excellence. This excellence underpins Russell Group universities’ annual contribution of £37.6bn to the UK from R&D activities – supporting 250,000 jobs.[footnoteRef:8] [8:  The Economic Impact of R&D activities at Russell Group universities, Russell Group, (2024)] 

Societal benefits include accelerating the discovery of new insights and technologies that are tackling grand challenges like cancer.[footnoteRef:9] China’s large population makes it particularly valuable for large-scale clinical trials for drugs and treatments that can then also be used by UK patients. [9:  For example, through the development of a China-UK Cancer Prevention and Control Alliance. Lancet (2025)] 

Engaging with China also enables UK researchers to remain at the frontier of fields where China leads - including battery technology, where Chinese researchers produced 68% of highly cited research papers between 2019 and 2023.[footnoteRef:10] This allows the UK to access and influence cutting edge developments.  [10:  Critical Technology Tracker, Australian Strategic Policy Institute, accessed 2024] 

Identifying and managing risks: research security activity
Our universities recognise international research collaboration can involve economic and other national security risks.[footnoteRef:11] Since 2019, universities have worked in close collaboration with government departments and the security services to enhance the UK’s ability to identify and manage these risks. These ‘research security’ efforts protect valuable UK R&D and enable continued, secure international collaboration. Research security is a critical component of economic security.[footnoteRef:12] [11:  As set out in the National Protective Security Authority’s Trusted Research campaign ]  [12:  Though formally sitting beneath economic security in the government approach, the term economic security is not well understood in the HE sector, whereas there is widespread awareness of research security] 

Enhanced university safeguards include scaling investment in cyber and physical infrastructure like AI-powered doors for secure labs, mandating trainings for academics working in high-risk areas, and new robust oversight and triaging processes. 
The UK government has introduced a dedicated advisory service for universities - the Research Advice and Collaboration Team (RCAT) - to support universities to manage risks in international engagement. Additionally, four pieces of research security legislation have been introduced or enhanced. This has been accompanied by wide-ranging and actionable guidance (see Table 1 below). 
Sector groups have played their part too: the Russell Group, Universities UK, and others have developed guidance and delivered capacity building workshops. The maturity of the UK’s research security approach is widely recognised as Europe-leading, and the UK HE sector is proactively helping build capacity on the continent.[footnoteRef:13] [13:  The Science and Technology Network (STN) has proactively led many capacity building workshops in Europe, leveraging UK universities’ expertise] 

Russell Group university collaborations with partners in China are informed by this comprehensive legal, regulatory and guidance architecture, helping balance the opportunities and risks associated with collaboration. 
Table 1 – Key UK research security initiatives introduced or enhanced since 2019[footnoteRef:14] [14:  There is a supporting research security architecture, involving various working groups. We are happy to talk the committee through this privately, but due to sensitivities have excluded from our public response] 


	
	Initiative, lead department
	Summary

	Regulation and legislation
	Export Controls, Department for Business and Trade
	Approval required for exporting technologies with actual or potential military application

	
	The National Security and Investment (NSI) Act, Cabinet Office
	Approval required for investments in sensitive areas and government powers to call-in and block any R&D transfer that undermines national security

	
	Academic Technology Approval Scheme, Foreign Commonwealth Development Office
	Vetting for some incoming international STEM researchers and students (including Chinese nationals enrolling on STEM degrees), to prevent work aiding overseas militaries

	
	The National Security Act, Home Office
	Requires registration of a range of activities involving foreign powers and entities and introduces tougher penalties for R&D espionage

	Advice and guidance
	Research Collaboration and Advice Team (RCAT), the Department of Science, Innovation and Technology
	Provides direct advice to UK universities on how they can manage risk in international research activities 

	
	The Trusted Research Evaluation Framework (TREF), the National Protective Security Authority (NPSA), part of MI5
	Actionable guidance, articulating how universities can identify and mitigate research security risks

	
	Managing risks in Internationalisation, Universities UK (UUK)
	Institution-facing guidance on guarding against hostile interference in university activities including research



Balancing opportunity and risk: recommendations for the UK government 
However, while the UK’s approach to engaging in research activity with China is mature, there are options for reform that could strike a better balance between risk and opportunity. 
It is important we have a system of regulation that is proportionate and agile. Academics and institutions are required to navigate a growing volume of regulatory requirements before entering research collaboration with China. In some cases, this is deterring engagement - not because of an objective assessment of security risk, but because of the cumulative bureaucratic burden and complexity of the system. 
In other instances, universities report that regulatory decision-making is slow, which can lead to international actors withdrawing from projects which could have benefitted the UK. For example, delays caused by international PhD researchers waiting for ATAS clearance have led large UK companies to withdraw from joint research projects.
Recommendations for the UK government: 
Evaluate the cumulative benefits and costs of research security regulation and legislation on the UK’s international R&D activity, with a focus on China.
Let recent regulatory and legislative changes such as the Foreign Influence Registration Scheme (FIRS) bed-in, before adding to the increasingly complex system of regulation and legislation. 
Review resourcing of government units involved in screening joint R&D activity with China, to ensure they have sufficient capacity and scientific expertise to make swift and informed decisions. This review should consider how this screening can support government’s objective to attract and retain research talent.
Universities are enhancing research security activity, including by improving due diligence tools and scaled engagement with academics. However, many institutions face significant financial pressures, with 45% of universities in England forecasting a deficit for 2025/26.[footnoteRef:15] This is constraining their ability to increase investment in research security capacity and capability at scale.  [15:  Financial sustainability of higher education providers in England, Office for Students (2025)] 

Recommendation for the UK government: 
Co‑invest in universities’ research security activities through a dedicated research security fund, providing multi‑year, ringfenced funding to build institutional capacity and sector capabilities. A similar fund has been introduced successfully in Canada,[footnoteRef:16] which has enabled a step-change in activities such as due diligence around prospective R&D collaborations in strategic areas of technology. [16:  Ringfenced investment comes via the Research Support Fund] 

Clear and consistent messaging around research collaboration with China is crucial. The UK government’s collaborative approach to research security has centred on rapid, two‑way information sharing between government and the sector. This approach, exemplified by the RCAT, has been highly effective, enabling universities to rapidly respond to emerging risk. 
However, our universities say more detailed information from the UK government about risks would help them better focus their international research security work and make decisions in complex cases. This includes clearer communication from the RCAT, and explanations when research security rules block activity. 
More broadly, there are examples of inconsistent communication from different UK government departments to universities about how they should engage with China. This can frustrate universities’ efforts to drive culture change and support academics to confidently identify and manage risks. It also hampers the ability of universities to develop mature approaches to China engagement. 
Recommendations for the UK government:
Scale investment in the RCAT to continue the collaborative approach and find ways the RCAT can provide more detailed advice to universities. 
Declassify and publish more real-world examples of research security risks, to help universities drive culture change by raising awareness among all academics. 
Provide more information to universities where research security blocks activity to help universities develop more targeted approaches to research security. 
Where possible, government departments should operate with aligned risk appetites that are communicated consistently to the sector both publicly and privately.
Finally, government funding for international research activity can support universities to develop collaborations which deliver economic and wider impacts for the UK. A holistic approach to economic security should also consider what happens after research projects are blocked by security regulation. For example, where investment is blocked by regulation, some universities report the research or technology gets ‘left on a shelf’, with no domestic investors stepping in. If a project is strategically valuable enough to block from going overseas, the government should consider investing to unlock benefits for the UK.
Recommendations for the UK government:
Provide long-term, predictable research funding for bilateral projects, via UKRI and DSIT. Support could focus on the areas set out at the 2025 UK-China Joint Commission.
The UK government should consider investing in UK R&D projects where Chinese investment has been blocked by research security regulations. Formalised, accelerated routes to funding could enhance our economic security.  
Chinese students in the UK
Background and benefits
Russell Group universities are proud to host over 100,000 Chinese students.[footnoteRef:17] Our universities host 73% of all Chinese students in the UK,[footnoteRef:18] reflecting strong alignment between these students’ preferences and ability and our universities’ higher education offer. [17:  HESA 24/25 data]  [18:  Ibid.] 

Chinese students are an important part of the UK’s international student population, contributing to the academic and research environment. This is why the UK competes for these talented students alongside anglophone countries like the US, Canada, Australia, and increasingly regional alternatives like Hong Kong, Singapore and Malaysia..
The UK’s ability to attract international students, including from China, brings significant cultural, social and economic benefits. These include:
Driving economic growth: The Department for Education estimates international students contribute more than £21bn a year in UK export income through tuition fees and living expenditure.[footnoteRef:19] This supports local and economic growth: Public First modelling concludes the average UK working adult is £466 better off because of international students.[footnoteRef:20]  [19:  Table 3 - UK revenue from education related exports and TNE activity, by revenue stream 2021-2022 (£bn, new methodology), Gov.uk (2025)]  [20:  Calculating the positive impact of international students on domestic living standards in the UK, Public First (2025)] 

Enabling university teaching and research: Universities make substantial losses on teaching domestic students and carrying out research. They invest surpluses from higher international fees to cover funding gaps of £2bn for teaching home students and £6.2bn for research.[footnoteRef:21]  [21:  Annual TRAC 2023-24, Office for Students] 

Strengthening the UK’s research: International PhD students are integral to UK research, achieving 46% of all PhDs in the UK in 2024/25.[footnoteRef:22] Ambitious research-intensive nations compete fiercely for international PhD talent. These students form the pipeline of our R&D workforce and help drive R&D-led growth. [22:  What are HE students' progression rates and qualifications?, HESA (2026)] 

Chinese students are an integral part of our international student community, representing 42% of international students at Russell Group universities. They confer all of the above benefits, at scale. 
Risks and mitigations 
Our universities recognise the financial risks associated with having a significant proportion of income concentrated in tuition fees from China.[footnoteRef:23] They are working to mitigate this by growing intakes from other countries. This includes reprofiling marketing spend and establishing overseas campuses[footnoteRef:24] and physical recruitment offices around the world.  [23:  Feedback from UK and international students via private student satisfaction surveys also suggests the student experience improves where international student cohorts represent a diverse range of countries]  [24:  Overseas campuses can help with onshoring international students, where degrees offer students the opportunity to come to the UK as part of their degree programme ] 

However, our universities report that ‘diversification’ is challenging in practice and the number of Chinese students at Russell Group universities remains high. This reflects the continued volume of well-qualified applications from China, as in the US and Australia.[footnoteRef:25] [25:  In 2024, the research-intensive Group of Eight universities hosted 76% of Chinese students in Australia] 

Recent changes to UK student visa policy have also made it significantly more difficult for Russell Group universities to diversify international student intakes. While successive UK governments and the university regulator (the Office for Students) have emphasised the importance of diversification,[footnoteRef:26] flagship immigration policies have fundamentally undermined these efforts:[footnoteRef:27]  [26:  Financial sustainability of higher education providers in England, OfS (2025)]  [27:  Rising visa fees, reducing funding for the British Council, and the recent visa ban on students from Cameroon, Afghanistan, Myanmar, and Sudan will also make diversification more difficult] 

Preventing master’s students from bringing family members (2024). Chinese students are far less likely to bring dependants with them compared to students from Nigeria and India[footnoteRef:28] [28:  Immigration system statistics data tables, Home Office (2025)] 


Reducing the post-study work visa length (to be implemented in 2027). The post-study work offer is a key consideration for students from India and other countries key to diversification efforts[footnoteRef:29]
 [29:  Rapid review of the Graduate Route, Migration Advisory Committee (2024)] 

Tightening basic compliance (BCA) thresholds (expected 2026). Chinese students are highly compliant with BCA requirements - for example, 99.8% of Chinese study visa applications were granted in 2025.[footnoteRef:30] This contrasts with rates in other countries where our universities are trying to grow student numbers. For example, in anticipation of the policy, some universities have pre-emptively paused recruitment in Pakistan and Bangladesh, where students’ compliance scores are typically lower.[footnoteRef:31]   [30:  Immigration system statistics data tables, Home Office (2025)]  [31:  University pauses recruitment from two countries, BBC News (2026)] 

The government may conclude that the anticipated benefits of recent policy changes outweigh negative effects on efforts to diversify international student intakes. However, the Home Office impact assessments published alongside these changes do not consider the impacts on diversification. 
  Recommendations for the UK Government: 
When introducing new international student policies, the government should publish an impact assessment describing the likely effects on universities’ efforts to diversify international student intakes. This should be broken down by type of university.[footnoteRef:32]   [32:  For example, UCAS Tariff, or TRAC group] 

The government should ensure the British Council is appropriately funded to assist with international student recruitment in a broad range of countries. This will ensure we are represented at major international recruitment events, as our competitors are. 
Chinese student numbers have fallen at our universities in recent years[footnoteRef:33] and many of our universities expect this trend to continue. At the same time, universities face growing deficits in teaching domestic students and undertaking R&D. If these trends persist and diversification remains challenging, the university sector will need to reduce research and teaching activity, limiting our contributions to the UK’s economic security.  [33:  Russell Group universities experienced a 3% year-on-year fall in Chinese student numbers in 2024/25 (HESA)] 

 Recommendations for the UK Government:
Governments across the UK should develop a more resilient funding model for higher education, working closely with the sector. 
Universities also recognise the risk foreign states may attempt economic coercion, particularly if universities attract large income from international students from that country. Economic coercion could involve a foreign state pressuring a university to censor free speech. 
While we are not aware of widespread, credible reports of UK universities succumbing to economic coercion from foreign states, our universities are committed to working closely with government departments, regulators, and the security services to identify and mitigate risks. The UK’s national toolkit has been recently enhanced and includes:
Academic Interference Reporting Route (February 2026): universities’ senior leaders can now report attempts of coercion directly into government via a dedicated hotline.[footnoteRef:34] [34:  The Department for Education (2026)] 

Higher Education Freedom of Speech Act (August 2025): new regulatory requirements around free speech and academic freedom for English universities.[footnoteRef:35] Guidance from the Office of Students in relation to this legislation includes examples relating to foreign interference and the regulator is developing a new statement of expectations around foreign interference.[footnoteRef:36] [35:  The Department for Education (2026)]  [36:  The Office for Students (2026)] 

Foreign Influence Registration Scheme (July 2025): new requirements for anyone being “directed” by a foreign power to influence UK politics, with broader requirements for countries listed on the “enhanced tier”. This explicitly includes instances of coercion in HE contexts.[footnoteRef:37] [37:  The Home Office (2025)] 

We understand further government guidance will be published around foreign interference in higher education.
Recommendation for governments across the UK:
Continue to work with the HE sector to share information and co-develop guidance and resources. A joined-up approach will ensure measures are targeted, proportionate, and robust.
Supporting the UK’s wider approach to economic security and China
A strategic, cross-Whitehall approach to China engagement will require the government to enhance ‘China literacy’ across the civil service and wider society. UK universities host some of the world’s leading China research centres and experts. Universities support national capabilities to understand and respond to the opportunities and risks China presents by:
· producing skilled graduates with expertise in China, with over 1,000 students enrolled on Chinese Studies courses at UK universities in 2021/22[footnoteRef:38] [38:  Report on the Present State of China related studies in the UK, BACS (2023)] 

· advising government on policy issues, for example through the previous government’s China experts’ advisory group[footnoteRef:39] and through the Ministry of Defence’s Secretary of State's Office of Net Assessment and Challenge (SONAC)[footnoteRef:40] [39:  Press release, GOV.UK (2023)]  [40:  Press release, GOV.UK (2022)] 


· training government, business, and third sector leaders, for example via the University of Oxford China Centre’s partnership with the Great Britain China centre.[footnoteRef:41] [41:  Great British China Centre (Accessed March 2026)] 


Recommendation for governments across the UK:
· Work with the UK HE sector to consider how we can enhance the UK’s China capability, including producing graduates and providing advice and training. This should draw on the British Council’s recent China Capabilities report[footnoteRef:42] and mapping of the Chinese research landscape.[footnoteRef:43] [42:  Building China Capability through Education, Alexis Brown, British Council, September 2025]  [43:  The Chinese Research Landscape, British Council and Universities UK International, June 2025] 
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