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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

Get in touch: academicfreedomwg@gmail.com
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The receipt of donations by UK universities
from overseas countries, organisations or
individuals imposes the duty to protect the
freedom and safety of academics.

This need is especially
salient considering
that private funding
to higher education
institutions
has increased
exponentially in the
UK.

to protect academics and students when
receiving funds from overseas sources:
a.

Be vocal about academic freedom.
Institutions should issue frequent
public statements on the importance
of academic freedom and the safety
of academics. In the context of the
fundraising process, these should start
with initial approaches to/from potential
funding sources, continuing through
negotiations and up to the completion of
the project.

b.

Carry out thorough background
checks. It is essential to perform
thorough checks into the background
of any individual donor, including a
formal assessment of their reasons and
expectations. Such checks should be
performed every time a potential gift
raises red flags (e.g. in case of Politically
Exposed Persons, or whenever the
source of funds is not wholly clear),
regardless of the foreseen impact on
the institution’s reputation in cases
where the association between the
donor and the university should come
to the media’s attention. This needs
to be accompanied by a meaningful
evaluation of the impact of any funding
on academic freedom and the safety
of academics and students. Such
assessment should take into account
information provided by relevant bodies
(e.g. data collected by Scholars at Risk
and the Academic Freedom Index by
GPPi and V-Dem).

c.

Mitigate risks. Universities should
devise and implement tailor-made
measures to mitigate any risks that have
been identified. Such measures should
be evaluated on a regular basis and
adapted if there is any likelihood of their
becoming ineffective. Risk mitigation
measures should be agreed by all
concerned parties and terminated if not
satisfactory to all.

d.

Involve the academic community

The CASE-Ross report has recorded a
near three-fold increase in philanthropic
donations over the last decade (from £0.5bn
to £1.3bn)2, while research funds drawn
from the EU budget have fallen considerably
after the Brexit vote (by half a billion Euros
between 2015-2019)3.
Given this increase in reliance on private
over public sources, we cannot discount
the risk of threats posed by ill-intentioned
actors who aim to prevent academics
and students from expressing their views,
teaching and conducting research into what
are deemed by some to be politically and
socially sensitive topics. Upholding this duty
is also vital for protecting the reputation of
universities and the integrity of the UK higher
education sector as a whole.

P RO P O S E D M EASU RES
A comprehensive explanation of the
risks posed to academic freedom under
internationalisation can be found in the
Code of Conduct drawn up by the Academic
Freedom and Internationalisation Working
Group (AFIWG). This includes the following
measures that institutions should take
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and draw on specialist knowledge.
Due diligence and risk mitigation are only
meaningful if academics impacted by the
transnational collaboration and/or with
knowledge of the international actors
and the specific context in question are
represented and consulted at all stages.
e.

Be transparent about the donations
received and about the progress
achieved. Universities should commit to
full transparency about donations and
partnerships, by publishing records of
gifts received on an annual basis, and by
making all Memoranda of Understanding
(MoUs) with partner institutions available
to their staff or students via their intranet
or other password-protected repository.
Furthermore, an account of the steps
taken to ensure risk mitigation and due
diligence when receiving funds should
be included in the Institution’s annual
public report on the implementation of
the Code of Conduct.
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