
Breaking the 
Cycle



Background 
Scotland’s tertiary education sector is at a 
crossroads. The choice before us is stark: continue 
down the road of underfunding, rising inequality, 
and systemic failure, or take bold, solution-focused 
action to transform education into the public good 
it must be.

Students in Scotland are facing growing financial hardship 
due to inadequate sector funding. Despite claims of 
increased support, universities and colleges face real-
terms cuts, student maintenance has failed to keep up with 
inflation, and the poorest students are left struggling to 
meet basic living costs.



While the national conversation focuses on institutional 
finance, the reality of student life is being ignored.
 Recent research shows that between half and two-thirds 
of students are experiencing financial difficulty, with 15% 
of college students forced to use foodbanks, five times the 
national average.
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The crisis in student support is inseparable from the wider 
collapse in sector funding. While institutional budgets have 
stagnated or declined in real terms, student maintenance 
funding through SAAS has remained flat, failing to reflect 
inflation or rising living costs. Apprentices continue to earn 
below minimum wage, and the cost of housing remains one of 
the biggest burdens on students. Without adequate public 
investment, the system not only underfunds institutions — it 
under-supports the very people it exists to serve.



International
Students

International students, especially from former 
British colonies—places exploited for 
centuries—now face the brunt of a neo-colonial 
immigration regime that extracts even more. 
These students, especially from countries like 
Nigeria, Pakistan, and Sri Lanka, are charged 
extortionate fees, denied public support, and 
racially profiled at every stage. And yet, they 
generate an average £750 profit per UK 
resident, propping up universities, local 
economies, and the very public services they’re 
barred from accessing. It’s not just hypocrisy—
it’s exploitation dressed up as policy.

Contributing over £42 bn to the current economy, International students 
along with exchange students are most disproportionately affected by the 
current housing and cost of living crisis. From strict guarantor requirements 
to mass payments, a limit of 20 hours of working time during their term and 
no recourse to public funds, International students face brutal 
consequences for choosing to study in the UK, in turn creating more 
reputational damage to the Education sector along with the Housing sector. 

NUS Scotland’s data suggests:

• 10% of international students have used 
foodbanks 

• 29% have considered leaving their course 
because of financial difficulties  

• 49% have skipped a meal 
• 42% have gone without heating 
• 29% have been unable to pay their rent in full 
• 36% have been unable to pay their energy 

bills 
 



Hostile 
Environment





The Solution

Funding the Future: What Scotland Can Do Now

• £779 million from progressive income tax reforms.

• £255 million from increased Land and Buildings 

Transaction Tax (LBTT) receipts.

• £32 million from raising the Additional Dwellings 

Supplement.

• £69 million from increased Scottish Landfill Tax 

revenues.

In the longer term, deeper reforms could 
raise an extra £2.6 billion annually by:

• Introducing a wealth tax.
• Replacing Council Tax with a 

Proportional Property Tax.
• Reforming business rates reliefs.
• Creating new taxes on private jets, 

frequent flyers, and carbon-intensive 
land use.

Every £1 invested in higher and further 
education returns around £7 in benefits to 
society and the economy.
Education is not a drain on public 
resources — it is a cornerstone of a 
thriving, inclusive wellbeing economy.

 Scotland’s future wellbeing, productivity, 
and social justice all depend on how we 
fund education now.

Free tuition isn’t some utopian ideal—it’s the bare minimum. Just look at 
England, Wales, and Northern Ireland, where students are drowning in 
debt just to access something that should be a right. Scotland shows it’s 
possible, but even here, the cracks are showing. Education shouldn’t be a 
luxury for the rich or a debt sentence for the rest of us. We’re done 
pretending marketised education works. Free tuition is non-negotiable.
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