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Executive Summary

Addressing humanity’s challenges through

research will only work if scientists can collegially . . . .
share their ideas, knowledge and research ThIS EthICS br.lef IS ?n
results.*? advocacy policy brief

P . that provides advice
Scientists have most impact when

they're free to move.” “Limiting the t: po: Icyrél?)ke:;
circulation of scholars will damage structure - y the
the scientific system.” values of fairness,

respect, care and
honesty.~

Therefore, the “global diffusion of people
and ideas” is necessary to enable knowledge
exchange, to increase “the impact and reach of
scientific discoveries”, and to improve the world’s

“resilience to national and global shocks”.”

In this brief, we focus on the short-term mobility of scientists. According to the UK’s Royal Society (the
world’s oldest scientific academy)?:

Short-term visits — encompassing conferences, brief research
collaborations, guest speaker invitations, etc. — receive relatively little
attention from policymakers.’

We advocate for fast, unbureaucratic, low-cost, low-burden, short-term mobility visas, as the current
visa requirements significantly impede scientific exchange. We can explicate this ethically, according to
the four values of Fairness, Respect, Care and Honesty.

Procedural

' Fair Process Recognition Support Fidelity
Fairness Respect Care Honesty
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Passport challenges impose high burdens, high costs, and high
visa rejection rates on scientists from lower-income countries. As
a result, scientific exchanges are dominated by scientists from
higher-income countries. This damages the impact and reach of
scientific research and is also inequitable.

Rejecting visa applications for scientists invited to present their
research abroad adds frustration and demoralisation to the
significant burdens of the visa process, thus undermining efforts
to contribute to global scientific exchange that could be key to
resolving global challenges.

The literature on “leaving no scientist behind” generally focuses on
scientists from disadvantaged groups — women, disabled people,
Black scientists or members of the LGBTQ+ community — who
are resident in high-income countries. Those outside such settings,
i.e. those left behind because of travel visa restrictions, are often
forgotten.

The UN and governments of high-income countries claim to broadly
support international collaboration among scientists because
scientific exchanges are crucial to resolving society’s mostintractable
challenges. However, failing to facilitate the global mobility of
scientists undermines these aims and raises questions of fidelity.

In this ethics brief we propose a registry system that could potentially address these issues for a subset
of funded scientists from lower-income countries.
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Scientists’ Global Mobility

For scientists,* global mobility — that is, the kind of work that can require them to travel outside their
own countries — falls into seven main categories,* five short-term and two longer-term: conference
attendance, guest lecturing, study, research collaboration, specialised review or expert work,
sabbaticals and migration.

1. Conferences

2. Guest lectures

3. Study

4. Research collaborations
5. Review/expert

6. Sabbatical
7. Migration

LONG

This ethics brief is about
short-term mobility for scientific exchange.



Procedural Fair Process Proceduralfairness,* fair processes and participatory fairness

o presuppose that scientists from around the world are free to
a I r n e S S contribute jointly to research about our common future. This is
Pa rticipatory especially the case for research about humanity’s most critical

Substantive challenges, such as climate change, pandemics and extreme
poverty.

Passport challenges — suffered by those who do not enjoy passport privilege®® — can impose high
administrative burdens, high visa costs and high visa rejection rates on scientists from lower-
income countries.

A global divide in administrative visa burdens

In 2024, citizens of Singapore ...putting them in the Rank 2 was jointly taken by Finland,
could travel to 195 out of 227  first rank of France, Germany, Italy, Japan,
destinations worldwide without passport privilege. Republic of Korea and Spain,
avisa... whose citizens could travel to 192
destinations without a visa.**

At the bottom of the scale

was Afghanistan, whose

passport holdersneeded . ---
avisa for all but 25
destinations.”

’

%

While high-income countries have increased their global mobility privileges over the past 40 years,
citizens from many African countries have seen their mobility privileges stagnate, or even shrink.*
Today, no African passport holder can travel to the US or Germany — two of the leading research
destinations — without a visa.”

The global divide in administrative visa burdens between scientists from higher-income and lower-
income countries persists, even for destinations where almost all visitors need a visa. While most
scientists from higher-income countries can apply for visas online with relatively little effort, most
scientists from lower-income countries are required to present themselves in person at embassies,
consulates or contracted providers (e.g. VFS Global and TLScontact), where increasingly their
biometric data is collected. Research by Nature in 2024 showed that a visa applicant had to wait
six months for an appointment at a US consulate in India, 10 months in Benin and 23 months in
Colombia.*®



Procedural Fair Process Procedural fairness, fair processes and participatory fairness

o presuppose that scientists from around the world are free to

a I r n e S S contribute jointly to research about our common future. This is
o e especially the case for research about humanity’s most critical
Sulzsatgstlis(:patory challenges, such as climate change, pandemics and extreme

poverty.

A global divide in visa costs

In addition, visa fees are often exorbitantly high® — sometimes more than the average monthly
salary in many lower-income countries®® — while Europeans, Australians, New Zealanders and North
Americans usually pay just a token fee, relative to theirincome.? This is apart from the money needed
to finance the above-mentioned (biometric) visits to embassies or contracted providers.

A global divide in visa rejections

Even when the visa applications have been submitted and the (biometric) appointments concluded,
the risk is still high, for individuals from lower-income countries, that their applications will be
rejected.

In 2022, for instance, between 40% and In 2023, countries in the Schengen zone
50% of all visa applications to the Schengen generated $145 million (€130 million)
area® from A[geria' Guinea-Bissau, from rejected visa application fees, of which

Nigeria, Sri Lanka, Ghana, Haiti, Senegal,  $61 million (’555 million) came from
Guinea and Pakistan were rejected.” African citizens.

Travel visa difficulties can compromise the quality of academic gatherings and undermine the
exchange of knowledge on challenges such as climate change, poverty, disease outbreaks and conflict
research. In some cases, these restrictions can defeat the purpose of a gathering, when, for instance,
they prevent keynote speakers from attending.”



Respect for others means recognizing their interests and their

Recognition
Re S e c t worth and dignity.”® The basis of respect is acknowledging the
inherent worth of all human beings.”

Worth Dignity

The global mobility divide that we have
described hits scientists particularly hard when
global collaborations or conferences are most
relevant to those from lower-income countries,
and when the inequities intersect with, and even
amplify, perceptions of disrespect.

A biodiversity scientist whose visa
application for a conference in Europe
was rejected explains:

Visa applications require scientists
to be studious with paperwork,
commit often large sums of money
and make several trips to embassies
that are sometimes outside their
homecountry.Myexperience leftme
feeling demoralized, embarrassed
and insulted by the implication
that | and people like me couldn’t
be trusted to attend a conference
without outstaying our welcome.*

In the worst cases, scientists are even prevented
from attending conferences they have organised
themselves. For instance, an Indian researcher
working in Japan was unable to attend a
conference he had co-organised in France, due
to visa issues.?

These are examples of lack of respect, not by
one person towards another, but by a visa
system that impedes scientific exchange,* even
on topics whose leading experts have their visa
applications rejected.




C Su Pport Leaving no-one behind exemplifies the ethics of care,* empathy,*

a re and support.

Leaving no-one behind

Empathy

The literature on “leaving no scientist behind” generally focuses on scientists from disadvantaged
groups — women,* disabled people,* Black scientists® or members of the LGBTQ+ community*® —
who are resident in a high-income country. Efforts to ensure that no scientist is left behind are
often driven by funders.”

Current governance mechanisms for short-term visas leave scientists from entire countries
behind, whether they belong to disadvantaged groups in their country or not.

This brief argues that no scientist should be left behind —that is, left out of global scientific
exchanges — because of visa constraints.

privaTe IS




H FIdEllt Honesty,* transparency and fidelity are all characteristics

that demonstrate personal integrity.* If a person or group

y expresses commitment to a principle, value or goal and then

Transparencyh‘ltegrlty fails to :iollow it through, then that actor’s integrity may be
in question.

The UN’s Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) forcefully assert that humanity’s challenges must be
addressed through scientific research and collaboration among scientists.*

SDG 17 (global partnership for sustainable development), in target 17.6, calls for the enhancement of
“international cooperation on and access to science, technology and innovation”.* Those responsible
for establishing the UN International Decade of Sciences for Sustainable Development have declared:
“It is only through scientific research and collaboration that feasible solutions could be developed for
all the Sustainable Development Goals.”*

According to the German Federal Ministry for Economic Cooperation and Development:

“Global development partnerships as part of the 2030 Agenda for
Sustainable Development can only succeed if well-educated experts in
countries in the Global South can shape the many development processes
independently.”

Designing development processes relies on research shaped by unrestricted dialogue and co-
creation.* The broad support for international collaboration among scientists expressed by the UN
and the governments of high-income countries will be seen as mere idealism, if not hypocrisy, if the
collaboration fails owing to bureaucratic obstacles such as visa restrictions.

We are not suggesting that successful international collaboration requires an increase in air travel.
We must acknowledge that the carbon emissions caused by air travel account for many scholarly
institutions’ most significant carbon footprint.* Indeed, as concerns about climate change grow, so
too has recognition of the role that scientists can play by reducing work-related air travel as a form
of climate action.* Nevertheless, digital inequality”” and the benefits of face-to-face interactions in
scientific exchange® have to be taken into account.

Since scientific exchange, including face-to-face interactions, is crucial to the creation of knowledge
that is needed to solve society’s most intractable challenges, scientists must be allowed global
mobility.



A waste of valuable research time
and resources

Inaddition tothe ethical values of fairness, respect, care and honesty, the practical requirements of
efficiency and prudence also demand a solution to the visa problem limiting the short-term
mobility of scientists from lower-income countries. We can demonstrate this with the example of
the PREPARED project, funded by the European Union.

PREPARED has been funded from 2022 to 2025 under grant number 101058094. Sixteen teams
from around the world are grant beneficiaries. All the teams are contractually committed to
contributing to four conferences over the three years. Visa problems have meant that not one of
the three conferences held to date has had all teams present, and yet the onerous task of applying
for visas still wastes valuable time, even when visas are denied.

Below we set out the effort, in time and other resources, expended by the Kenyan delegates to

attend the 2025 PREPARED conference. At the time of writing (two weeks before the conference),
it is still unclear whether the Kenyan team will be granted their visas.

Visa application — Time

2hours == 3hours —_ 2 hours 3 hours
informsand == visiting % submitting collating additional
booking == TLScontact’s P documents on documents including
appointment _gesses  office (TLS) ‘ location at TLS certified bank
statement
2 hours 8 hours 2.5 — 3 days of

T

visiting the TLScontact travelling time . .
office again to collect in car or 12h on time commitment for
the visa in person public transport one visa application

Visa application - Fees in EUR

The daily salary of a
o community researcher is
**************** EUR 27.43, the visa
RECEIPT 22000 alfss costs therefore
**************** (reduced due to
B caiaryfora S
€27.10 €88.75 community
¥ ) researcher, or
10 days for
RECEIPT RECEIPT ***** non-UNESCO
**************** €15.70 miscellaneous invitations.
€58.00 for Prime time charges for edits and
booking - 7.45am photocopies at TLS
€58.00 €15.70

1 EUR = 146.481 Kenyan shillings on 25 May 2025


https://prepared-project.eu

Here is what the leader of the Kenyan team (Joshua Kimani) and the project co-ordinator (Doris
Schroeder) say:

Dr Joshua Kimani:

“I am a clinical and research director for 10 HIV
prevention and treatment clinics in Nairobi,
Kenya. These clinics target female sex workers,
men who have sex with men and transgender
individuals from Nairobi County. | have been
an  HIV and other infectious diseases
researcher for the past 25 years. During this
time, | have been invited to present our
research results or take part in research
gatherings abroad about 8 times a year, leading
to approximately 200 visits to embassies in
Nairobi to obtain visas. Unfortunately, this
has been a major challenge. Even when | was an
invited keynote speaker at an event, | have
had visas denied.”

Dr Kimani in his Nairobi office

Prof. Doris Schroeder

“I have written hundreds of visa invitation letters
for my colleagues in Africa and Asia over the
past 20 years. The team members | collaborate
with are leaders in their field, like Dr Kimani. The
constant and extreme waste of time and
resources aside, being denied the presence of
essential colleagues at international events is
highly detrimental to finding solutions to
complex problems.”

Prof. Doris Schroeder



A visa-registry for enabling short term
mobility visas

Immigration is currently a hot topic in many high-income countries*,”®. The question

of scientists’ mobility is getting tangled up in the web of immigration politics.®® With this
proposal, we hope to disentangle the two matters and also contribute to fulfilling
European Commission President Ursula von der Leyen’s vision: “We have to make it easier
and more attractive to come to Europe for research ... Because bringing the best from across
the world is about bringing out the best of Europe.”*

We propose a registry as a trustworthy source for
visa officers to consult. Being on the registry confirms
that scientists hold research grants from high-income
countries, and that their planned travel is for grant-
related reasons as verified by a third party. They
should therefore be permitted to obtain fast, low-
burden, low-cost e-visas.

How could the registry work?

The visa registry would store only basic personal information, in particular:

e The name, passport details, contact information and position of the scientist.

e Grant details from the high-income country concerned, including the scientist’s name as a grant
beneficiary.

e Details of research-related events for which the scientist will require visas.

There are precedents for a simple registry of this kind, which only keeps basic personal information
linked to a few additional criteria and is maintained for ethical reasons. See Annex 1 for a summary
of the parallels between this proposed registry and the healthy volunteer registries maintained in
several countries.

Security measures could include the following:

e Access to the registry would be strictly restricted to authorised, duly identified persons.

* Records would be created by the scientists’ hosts, e.g. the principal investigator or co-ordinator
of a funded research project.

e This host would include information on all relevant events covered by the research grant.

e The records would only be valid for the duration of a specific grant, but within that period would
allow multiple-entry, low-cost e-visas without the requirement of embassy visits and biometric
data.

e Funders would have read-only access to the registry for spot checks of the information provided
by the main grant holders.

e To ensure that both the principal investigator and the nominated scientists are who they say
they are, copies of identification documents would be stored in the registry.



e Institutional affiliations could be verified by automated confirmation of the host’s and the
scientist’s email addresses for approved internet domains, such as universities (e.g. .ac.uk),
major national funders (e.g. wellcome.org) and government organisations (e.g. .gov.uk).

Registry providers could be funded and run by national research councils or their regional
equivalents, such as the framework programmes of the European Commission. Alternatively, the
research funders could nominate an organisation to run a registry and provide funding.

Efficiency is a major reason why international research
funders should ensure that every scientist whose travel
they finance can actively take part in research and does
not have to waste time and money on bureaucracy.

Could the system not be easily exploited?

Our proposal allows for visas to be rejected for valid reasons. It does this in the first place by
modelling these reasons on those cited for rejecting visa applications to the Schengen area.*
Rejection reasons are important because they indicate how states go about minimising the risks
of granting someone mobility privileges.

Below we list the ten most typical reasons for visa rejections™ in the Schengen area. In each case
we suggest whether or not that reason is likely to apply to scientists on our registry. If not, we add
a smiling face.

Rejection reason Comment regarding the registry

Invalid passport Any traveller with an invalid passport would be
stopped at the airport.

Lack of sufficient funds Funding is provided by the research funderin a
high-income country.

Invalid travel insurance Travel insurance is funded by the research
funder in a high-income country.

Incorrect or mismatched Reduced scope for this to apply through a
information well-maintained registry.
Unclear purpose of travel The purpose of travel is clearly set out, i.e. it is

contractually agreed and research-related in
terms of the grant agreement.

Weak proof of ties to home | The applicant enjoys sufficient status in the home
country country to qualify for a grant award.




Rejection reason Comment regarding the registry

Previous visa violations This would still need to be checked by visa officers.
Having a criminal history This would still need to be checked by visa officers.
Fake hotel and flight Not relevant, as hotels and flights are paid for from
reservations the grant. Reservations are likely to be faked only
where a visa applicant is uncertain that a visa will

be granted and therefore does not want to incur
substantial costs.

documentation maintained registry.

Missing supporting Reduced scope for this to apply through a well- ‘

As the above table indicates, the system leaves little room for exploitation.>

A practical example modelled on the United Kingdom

In July 2023, the President of the UK Royal Society advocated for a better system to deal with
short-term researcher mobility. He noted: “The opportunity is there for the UK to get ahead on
researcher mobility. We just need to take it.”*

The UK has the benefit of the UK Collaborative on Development Research (UKCDR), a collaboration
between UK government departments and funders such as Wellcome, the world’s second-largest
private funder of health research® after the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation. They are a “neutral
and impartial entity”,>® which puts them in a good position to host a registry, especially since
promoting equitable research partnerships is part of their mission.

We exist to amplify the value and impact of research for global
development by promoting coherence, collaboration and joint action
among UK research funders.”

Importantly, the UK also has “one of the highest visa rejection rates among comparator science
nations ... Only France and Sweden had higher refusal rates in 2022”.%° This means that research
financed by UK funders, cannot always take place effectively, as some overseas team members
may be prevented from coming to the UK for knowledge exchange.

In addition, the Royal Society has already recognised how negative the impact of visa
rejections is for the UK:

Visa refusals can act as a barrier to current and future collaboration.

[Stakeholders reported] academic partnerships that had fallen through

due to visa rejections, and conferences that had been cancelled or
rearranged due to visa related absences of keynote speakers.*



A registry listing overseas scientists as nominated by principal grant holders and spot-checked by
funders —hosted by UKCDR, for example — could enable visa officers to award multiple-entry short-
term e-visas via an accelerated minimal-check route, saving the money, time and effort usually
spent on biometric appointments and travel to embassies or consulates.

Researchers move frequently back and forth across borders to
collaborate and share ideas. This dynamism drives innovation, keeps
science at the cutting edge, and ensures that the benefits of research feed
downstream into society.”

A visa registry for grant holders would free time and
resources for scientific work instead of bureaucratic
drudgery. Taking into account the number of projects
financed by research funders in high-income countries,
the waste must be huge —and therefore also the potential
gain.



Annex 1 - Healthy volunteer registries

The visa registry could be built on
the principles of existing healthy
volunteer registries. Such registries in
France, the UK and Malaysia®* ensure
that volunteers in clinical trials are
protected from over-volunteering,
that is, taking part in too many trials
and thereby risking their health.

The main principles of the registries
relevant to our topic are:

1. Registries are maintained by government
agencies, i.e. not by the pharmaceutical
companies or clinical research organisations
that have a vested interest in high numbers of
healthy volunteers.®

2. Access to registries is limited to duly
authorised persons.

3. Registries are a solution to a complex
problem that individual players — in this case
clinical trial investigators, funders or sponsors
— cannot solve on their own: namely, how to
ensure that healthy volunteers cannot enrol
simultaneously in two trials or disregard the
necessary waiting period between trials.

4. Registries “can be implemented at low cost
with minimal additional burden on [trial]

investigators or sponsors”.%®

5. Because existing registries were established
and are operated by government authorities,
they are compliant with data protection
legislation.

The US already operate a visa registry, showing its feasibility. However, the visa process is
unchanged and being on the registry is an additional requirement for obtaining a standard visa.®’
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