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About the Academic Freedom and
Internationalisation Working Group
The Academic Freedom and Internationalisation Working Group (AFIWG) brings together
academics from UK higher education institutions, who are supported by relevant civil society
representatives and the All-Party Parliamentary Human Rights Group (PHRG), to work on the
protection of academic freedom and engage in advocacy for members of the academic community
at risk across the world. The group began meeting in September 2019, with the aim of highlighting
the importance of upholding academic freedom in the context of internationalisation of UK
higher education and promoting a collective and organised response by academic communities
and HE institutions in the UK.
As supporters of international academic cooperation and academic freedom, the AFIWG has
been concerned about growing challenges that members of the academic community face
globally in the process of learning, teaching and conducting research, including physical attacks,
prosecution, dismissals, censorship and travel restrictions.
Visit the AFIWG’s website for more news, resources and activities related to the group.
Find us on Twitter: @AFI_WG
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Get in touch: academicfreedomwg@gmail.com
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In many countries around the world, ruthless
leaders and extremists are trying to silence
academics, understanding the threat that
highly-educated free-thinking minds pose to
their warped ambitions. Elsewhere, brilliant
university teachers and researchers are
caught up in violent conflicts, unable to work
and at daily risk. Others face persecution
because of their religion, ethnicity, sexual
orientation or gender identity. And most
recently, we have seen many academics in
Afghanistan trying to escape, or going into
hiding, because they believe that their past
cooperation with western colleagues or their
particular academic work now puts them in
grave danger, while many female academics
fear for their future careers, even their lives.

Forced into exile,
these scholars all need
urgent help to get to
safety, often with their
families, and a place
to continue their work
until – as most hope
– they can one day
return home.
There are a small number of NGOs working
to rescue academics like these, wherever
they may be.
UK universities who wish to take serious
and practical measures to safeguard their
staff might benefit from their expertise in
this field. One example is the work of Cara
(the Council for At-Risk Academics), an
NGO based in London, UK, collaborating
with 122 universities who are members of
the ‘Cara Scholars At Risk UK University
Network’, and who have committed to
support at-risk academics, in particular by
providing university places. Currently, Cara
is working with some 330 ‘Cara Fellows’ at
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different stages, with around 475 immediate
dependents. Scholars at Risk Network (SAR)
and the Scholar Rescue Fund (SRF), both
based in New York, are other organisations
which cooperate with Cara from time to time
to find places at UK Network universities for
their scholars.
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academics who
Cara Fellow from
need to finish a
Pakistan
PhD, or at times
Master’s degree.
Academics who
are in need
of help contact Cara, usually through the
online application process (‘Get Support’
on the Cara homepage) which includes a
sift to establish eligibility. Cara contacts
the applicant to get more details, to ask for
academic references, and also to understand
more about the risk they are facing and the
degree of urgency. Cara then works with
them to approach potential host universities
and academic supervisors and, once the
academic ‘fit’ is agreed, to agree on the
financial details of the placement with
the university. In recent years, many host
universities have been able to cover the full
costs of the placements (some have set up
annual ‘pots’), but if this is not possible Cara
might be able to contribute top-up funds of
its own.
Once everything is agreed, Cara works with
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the university, which is the visa sponsor, and
with the Fellow to ensure that the visa process
runs smoothly. Cara Fellows are not asylumseekers or refugees, but travel on regular
visas. In 2020 Cara again had a 100% success
rate in securing UK visas for its Fellows. Cara
also makes the travel arrangements for the
Fellow and any accompanying family, and
works with the host university on the arrival
arrangements. Cara remains in close touch
with Fellows throughout their placements,
and cooperates with host universities to
track progress and to resolve any issues
which arise. Cara is now rolling out a new
mentoring scheme, to supplement what
many universities already do and provide
Fellows with an additional layer of support.

References
For a more comprehensive discussion of
academic freedom measures in the context of
internationalisation of the UK HE sector, please
see AFIWG’s Draft Model Code of Conduct (2020).
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This policy primer was authored by Stephen
Wordsworth, Executive Director, Cara. Stephen
has been Executive Director of Cara since 2012.
Before joining Cara, he was a career member of
the UK Diplomatic Service, where his last two
posts were as Deputy Head of Mission in Moscow
(2003-2005) and British Ambassador in Belgrade
(2006-2010). He originally graduated in Modern
Languages (German and Russian) from the
University of Cambridge.
2.

PROP OS E D P ROV IS ION S
In such cases host universities usually
provide Fellows with:
a.

b.
c.

d.
e.

A university e-mail account and access
to electronic resources, including
computing facilities;
Access to the university library;
Access to the university Careers Service
for advice on CV presentation, interview
skills and job application strategies;
Access to relevant university training
courses;
The opportunity to carry out
independent research, and to publish
previous and current work.

Host universities typically find hosting a
Cara Fellow a rewarding experience, as the
Fellows contribute their unique academic
experience and insights. Most Fellows go on
to achieve real success, and in recent years a
number have secured good academic jobs in
the UK or abroad after their placements. For
further information, you can contact Cara’s
Executive Director, Stephen Wordsworth,
wordsworth@cara.ngo2.
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