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» speak out at the age of 39. A faster procedure for defrocking
priests—one that risks giving the innocent little opportunity
for self-defence—was introduced. At the same time, with stun-
ning insensitivity, it was declared that “attempting to ordain a
woman” as a priest would be treated as a serious offence.

To put it kindly, whoever crafted those statements must be
out of touch with the reality that is now catching up with the
quasi-theocratic regimes (in other words, situations where re-
ligion is immune from state power, and has power of its own)
which persist across Europe. In Ireland a point of no return
was reached in November when a report found police collu-
sion in covering up clerical misdeeds. Irish citizens, including
pious ones, will never again treat the church as untouchable.
In June Belgium’s authorities virtually dissolved an internal
church inquiry into sex abuse by seizing files and detaining the
country’s bishops for several hours. In Germany cosy ties be-
tween religious and political authorities have been shaken by
news of abuse at prestigious Catholic schools and monaster-
ies.InItaly the church still enjoys a sort of immunity, for cultur-
al reasons, but Italians will surely one day insist that their reli-
gion should be answerable to the law of the land. That
principle is especially important at a time when Western de-
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mocracies are struggling to work out what place, if any, they
can accord to subcultures that wish to regulate their family af-
fairs under the laws of Islam, or some other minority faith.

There are psychological and sociological reasons why the
Vatican has been slow to accept these hard realities. In most
parts of Europe its clergy is ageing and diminishing in num-
ber—to a much greater extent than is its flock (see pages 20-22).
The temptation for a declining church to hang on to old privi-
leges is strong. But it hardly helps win souls. Senior clerics,
such as Cardinal Christoph Schonborn of Vienna, and Rino
Fisichella, recently charged with “re-evangelising” Europe,
have signalled that they understand the need for the church to
change. But they have run into a wall of internal opposition.

It is no coincidence that the scandals have usually been
worst where the church claims the greatest legal power; nor
that the church has looked healthiest when it focuses on con-
verts not canon law. If only the Vatican’s masters could read
the signs of the times more clearly, they might see that they
have an interest in full accountability—to secular courts and
elected governments. Instead of fiddling about with their own
arcane procedures, they should enlist lay authorities to help
them clean up and obey the law, justlike everybody else. m

Britain’s universities and foreign students

Hustling spires

A psychological leap is needed—both in British academia and in Westminster

MO OF FRIESLAND was Ox-
ford’s first recorded foreign
| student, and since 190 they
have kept pouring in. Both sides
have benefited: Britain’s univer-
sities, economy and culture
have been enriched, and foreign
| scholars have been privileged to
mix with the best. In recent years foreigners’ higher fees have
helped to keep increasingly hard-pressed institutions solvent.

Now, as rich-world students become more adventurous,
and prosperous emerging countries churn out would-be un-
dergraduates faster than good university places, the market in
international higher education is booming. The number of
students enrolled outside their home country has roughly tre-
bled since 1980, on OECD figures (see pages 55-57). Britain is a
world leader in this market, second only to America.

But the business is changing. In addition to the traditional
Anglophone competitors for foreign students, many continen-
tal European places now teach in English. Countries that once
consumed international education now provide it: Singapore
is well on its way to becoming a regional hub. Universities (in-
cluding British ones) are setting up campuses across borders.
In short, students have more choice than ever; they are less
likely to tolerate being fee fodder to subsidise Britons’ educa-
tion just because a brochure boasts an ancient-looking crest.

To flourish, British universities and their political masters
must make a host of small changes and one huge one. The for-
mer mostly involve marketing. There is remarkably little differ-
entiation now: Oxbridge colleges and former polytechnics all
seem to have the same blurbs, which can lead foreign students
to think they have been sold a pup. Too many universities

think their job is done after the last exam: in fact forging strong
alumninetworks overseasis good for recruitment, good for ex-
students and good for their alma maters’ bank balances.

A geographic bias must be corrected too. China has been
the big story, its students flooding Western campuses. Britain
targeted that market well. But as that one-child country ages,
India is the place to go for. Britain is belatedly trying to fix a
change to the visa regime that angered many Indian students
in particular by appearing to lump them in with subcontinen-
tal terrorists. There is talk of British universities teaming up
with Indian ones. But more could be done.

The huge change is psychological: stop thinking of foreign
students as mugs to be overcharged to subsidise poor Britons.
That has never worked in any business and it is not going to
work in this one. Rather concentrate on making British univer-
sities as good as possible. That above all means allowing them
to charge domestic students something close to the real cost of
their education. This is fair: the average value of an education
to the recipient exceeds the direst estimates of the fees in-
volved. It also creates a virtuous circle. Better-funded universi-
ties can hire more good professors and build more modern
laboratories. Britons will get a better education, and it will at-
tract more foreign students too—who can help pay for more.

The man with the chequebook is your student

With their famous names and skilled workers, Britain’s uni-
versities are in the same state as its motorbike-makers and
banks were half a century ago. One clung to state handouts
and the idea that people had no choice: it disappeared. The
other decided to sell to the world and deregulated. For all the
City of London’s recent travails, it is surely a better model for
Oxford, Cambridge et al than the likes of the BsA Triumph. =



