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On 31 December 2020 the UK finally left the EU 

after some of the most protracted and controversial, 

not to say at times acrimonious, negotiations so 

BREXIT was at last done. There are many changes 

that will gradually come into effect notwithstanding 

the numerous hiccups that were met in the first few 

weeks after Brexit came into being.  

As far as the educational field is concerned, 

there were major changes that came into being on 

January 1st 2021. The UK has withdrawn from 

Erasmus, a scheme which provides free movement 

and exchange between institutions.  Many 

educational establishments and corporations have 

condemned such a retrograde step, however, in 

Northern Island participation in the scheme 

continues due to the support from the Republic of 

Ireland.  

The help that Erasmus has provided over its 

long lifetime is enormous. Let me quote some simple 

statistics: in 2019 the overall budget was €3.37 

billion an increase of some €547 million over 2018.  

This supported 940,000 learning experiences abroad 

and provided funding for 25,000 projects and 

111,000 corporations.  

To be eligible for the Erasmus scheme, one had 

to be studying for an official degree or diploma at 

any university within the EU and have successfully 

completed the first year. The student could then 

apply to spend part of the course abroad (sometimes 

the duration could be less than a year) at another 

university where one did not have to pay extra for 

tuition fees. The successful students had an 

allowance for living expenses, which in 2018-19 

amounted to around €300-350 per month depending 

upon the country one ended up. 

In addition a new programme was introduced 

the, so called, European Solidarity Corps dedicated 

to supporting the engagement of young people in 

solidarity activities. A report published in 16 

December 2020 covering the period October 2018-

December 2019, i.e. the first 15 months of 

implementation of this programme states, I quote, 

“The programme offers young people between the 

ages of 18 and 30 the opportunity to take part in a 

wide range of solidarity activities across the EU, in 

the form of individual or team volunteering, 

traineeships or jobs in the solidarity sector. The 

Corps addresses unmet societal needs, which cannot 

be addressed by other types of solidarity 

programmes, in areas ranging from climate 

protection to helping the elderly. Apart from joining 

an existing project supported by the programme, 

young people also have the option of coming up with 

their own proposal, a solidarity project dealing with 

a specific challenge faced directly by the community 

where they live. Between October 2018 and 

December 2019, the Corps provided financial 

support for 3,750 projects that in turn offered more 

than 27,000 specific solidarity opportunities to 

interested young people.”  

Some people have described the Erasmus 

scheme as a glorified gap year to be only missed by 

middle class and anti-Brexit folk. One African 

youngster who came to the UK without any contacts 

at all, managed to go to university, was able to secure 

an Erasmus funded year in Europe and described it, 

I quote, “as no gap year of fun but my passport to the 

world”.   

What about the new UK based Turing scheme 

that will replace Erasmus? This scheme was named 

after Alan Turing the Cambridge mathematician who 
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in 1936 put forward the idea of the Universal Turing 

Machine, which is the basis of the modern computer. 

Rumours have it that the UK government will set 

aside about £100 million which suggests that the 

Turing scheme will benefit only UK students going 

abroad whereas the Erasmus scheme is an exchange 

scheme where both incoming and outgoing students 

are awarded grants for travel and living costs. The 

Prime Minister claims that many more European 

students were coming to UK universities than British 

students visiting European universities and such an 

imbalance proved very costly for the Exchequer 

(UK’s national Treasury). The statistics for 2017 

state that around 16000 students took part in Erasmus 

whereas twice that number visited the UK as part of 

Erasmus. The PM commented, I quote, “The issue 

really was that the UK is a massive net contributor to 

the continent’s higher-education economy”. 

While the fee for incoming European students 

may be waved, the lack of financial support will 

make the Turing scheme much less attractive to 

European students wishing to come to the UK 

particularly when they realise that in addition they 

will have to find hundreds of extra pounds to cover 

visa and healthcare costs. As the number of 

European students dwindles, UK students will miss 

the diversity of student opinion that marks the 

essence of seminars and tutorials throughout 

collegiate fraternity.    

Participants to the Turing scheme will have to 

bid early and if successful will be given funds to 

administer the scheme as well as funding for the year 

in a prospective university, covering universities all 

over the world. This will be very time consuming and 

bureaucratic suggest academics who have dealt with 

similar arrangements in the past.  

Closer to home I witnessed the Cambridge MIT 

Exchange (CME) scheme which ran for 16 years 

spanning 2001-2017. This involved engineering 

students spending their third year of the four year 

course at MIT with an equal number of engineering 

students from MIT attending a year in Cambridge. 

The scheme arose from the belief that they both had 

much to learn from each other and it proved 

extremely successful. CME began in 2001 as part of 

an expanded research collaboration between 

Cambridge University, England, and MIT. The 

Cambridge-MIT Institute (CMI) funded the 

exchange in its initial years with partners from the 

industrial sector and a £65 million investment from 

the Treasury. CMI enabled an exchange not only of 

students between campuses, but also faculty and 

programs. During the economic downturn from 2009 

and beyond the UK government was forced to 

terminate its funding to the CMI but the scheme 

survived by financial assistance from BP. The head 

of Cambridge’s School of Technology, Professor 

Richard Prager, called the CME scheme, I quote, 

“remarkable, transformational and even life 

changing”. However, one has to point out that indeed 

it is possible to form a collaborative scheme between 

universities in different continents. The Turing 

scheme as I understand it will fund UK students 

wishing to spend a year at MIT but what is in it for 

MIT when they have no means of attending a UK 

university as Turing does not provided for a 

reciprocal funding?  

It is early days and one will have to judge the 

Turing scheme after a couple of years to see how 

smoothly it ran and how many participants applied 

and whether it was successful in establishing good 

mobility around the globe.   

On collaborative research between the UK and 

the EU the future looks brighter in that the UK will 

remain part of the successor to the Horizon 2020, 

named Horizon Europe, a scheme aimed at research 

and innovation mobility within the EU and the UK.  

 


