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Column Wiskundigen in den vreemde

In deze rubriek doen wiskundigen verslag van hun ervaringen
als wetenschapper in den vreemde. Nu de Belg Stijn Cambie
terug aan de slag is in zijn geboorteland, werd gevraagd om er-
varingen te delen na passages in de UK en Zuid-Korea. Hoewel
er meer culturele verschillen en leuke weetjes over Zuid-Korea
te vertellen zijn, verhaalt hij hier alleen over zijn UK-avontuur.

One can learn, conclude or be warned the most by hearing ex-
treme cases (but it turns out that those special cases are more
common than should be), and thus the invitation to write about
experiences abroad will be taken to inform young colleagues
about all that may come and should be thought about.

Academia has changed over the years. While 60 years ago,
people could immediately start as a professor, or choose a post-
doctoral position as the intended follower of an academic spot,
nowadays young academicians are expected to have worked
abroad. A few years ago, | chose to go for an adventure towards
the UK, and hereby share part of the story. Before that, | enjoyed
my PhD, balanced with social and sports activities, between
2017 and 2021 in Nijmegen. It was a wonderful and carefree
time. When the end of the PhD at the Radboud University was
coming nearer, | considered a postdoc in the UK. In June 2021,
after sending an application and doing an interview, | got an of-
fer for nine months at Warwick University with Start date 1-11-21.

| started to arrange the necessities (documents) for the paper-
work. On August 25, my dedication to research may have saved
my life. While working at the office till 22:30, an unfortunate sit-
uation happened at my home. Not going into details, but in that
period, the focus was not on the arrangements to go to the UK.
It took a while before there was a spot for the official language
test (the final piece for the visa procedure) available. A 250-page
thesis written in English was no valid proof for the authorities. In
September the English proficiency test could finally take place
and | passed easily with 49/50 (33/50 is the threshold).

When early October housing was arranged for one year, | got
warned that the visa would not be processed by 1-11-21 and a
new starting date was set: start date 10-01-22. Every week, HR
has to change the starting date of some international employee.
This was far from ideal, but the university did not want to accept
better dates. No employer in the UK will let a contract start on a
holiday (e.g. a Sunday or New Year), as HR do not expect you to

work then. On the other hand they expect us, due to ourrole (e.g.
professors and those wanting to become professor), to work out-
side office hours.

While being unemployed, | could start a new collaboration
(advice not to have academic gaps) and moved back in at my
parents’ place in Belgium. The administration for unemployment
benefits did not happen within time. Different organisations in
Belgium and the Netherlands pinpointed to each other, making
it complex; forms had to be filled in and rejections were made af-
terwards, while none wanted to listen to the situation such that |
could know how to handle it correctly.

On the day the visa for the UK was obtained, the professorin
Warwick mentioned he would move to South-Korea. This lead to
an unclear situation for a while. Since the postdoc was financed
by a personal grant of the professor and the university does not
earn money by employing postdocs, they changed the contract
in the UK to the moment the grant funding would terminate;
End date 31-03-22.

Early 2022, the covid regulation forced some rules. | took a
covid test in Belgium, bought covid tests (multiple times as it de-
pends on the way one gets in the country) and worked a period
in quarantine on possible projects. A ‘Right to Work Check’ was
executed, once arrived in the UK. It turned out | was registered
as a tourist or visitor when entering the UK. So while the skilled
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workers visa was processed on 17-11-21, it would only be valid if |
entered the UK after the 10th of January. During a meeting, it was
mentioned that | was forced to leave the UKand come back again
to be able to be paid for my work. Contact with the Home Office,
did not lead to anything: “Thank you for contacting the Home Of-
fice. We aim to provide a response within twenty working days.”
Giving me no option, a trip to Dublin was booked, to visit a new
city while resolving the visa problem. It turned out that this was
not OK. Due to the common travel area (CTA), an agreement re-
lated to Ireland and Nothern-Ireland, returning to the UK would
not change my setting. Something that was not mentioned dur-
ing the meeting with the administrative staff. All they told about
this communication error was: “We did not expect you to go to
Ireland.” As such, after a flight towards Madrid and immediately
one back to the UK, a stamp was received, once having asked
(as it is not necessary according to the border control). During
the flight, the final ideas resolving a conjecture by Frankl were
found as well. After all these bureaucratic flights (which due to
the covid pandemic and the climate change should be avoided
by common sense), | was officially employed at Warwick Univer-
sity between the Start date 20-1-22 and End date 31-3-22.

Social life

Once | would be settled, it was the idea to immediately spend a
nice weekend in South-England with a girl visiting me from the
Netherlands, together with common friends living in the UK. Due
to the visarun, these bright plans turned out different. As a re-
sult, that time was not pleasant for either of us, and she later
concluded that further meetings were not worth it.

By joining Internations and Meetup, | prepared to do activities
within the UK with locals. But only mid March it worked out to
do a first (and also last) citytrip, with two other expats from the
platform. A 360° view from Snowdon’s summit was captured by
video. A picture cannot fully show the beauty seen that weekend.

The UK has more Areas of Outstanding Natural Beauty, but
only a few have been explored (a period of 9 months would have
been sufficient to do all of them). Also a local running club was
joined, where | was the new guy up to the moment leaving was
unavoidable again.

Working in the UK

Due to the consequences of covid, | was unlucky and have only
been able to work 5 days together physically with others in the
UK (not even all during the employment period). Some other ex-
pats had already been at the university for over a year without
collaborating physically together. In that regard, once things
were settled out, the way of working did not change much. One
can work virtually with people anywhere in the world. It is as
such also a pity that the only project which started in the UK was
a few days before the end of the contract. The latter being fin-
ished in a next period of unpaid unemployment. Other decisions
turned out unfortunate and implied that the contract in South
Korea could only start mid May. With the moving between the
UK, the Netherlands and Belgium, there was no hope on any
kind of stipend for the intermediate period. The contrast of the
outcome of working hard was very clear during a visit to a friend

working in IT, who earned 20 000 Euros a month at that moment.
While the university of Warwick would consider a (partial) refund
on relocation costs and costs related to the visarun, they never
answered on that. Related to this, an international begging for
money in London mentioned that the employer had taken her
documents and did not pay for the work of two months. Without
documents, someone has no rights in the UK.

Looking back to the employment at the UK

One can understand the situation the best after all has passed.
Someone asked me back then “How would you see yourself
happy?”, on which | responded that working on the mathemat-
ical problems intriguing me, while being able to travel a bit in a
new country, without other concerns, seemed great.

While moving and mathematics was a big part of the jour-
ney, it was not the way intended at all. It is surprising how far in
the future an international move can have administrative con-
sequences. Taxes and especially insurance still depend on the
status from a few years before. Hereby, it was even not surprising
that the transfer of information on taxes from South-Korea hap-
pened more fluently than with the UK as ex-EU state.

Two years after the whole situation, finally an answer from
UKVI (UK Visa instance) came

“Whilst our team issue usually 2 weeks prior to cos work start
dates and 2 weeks after | can see from the visa application
form that you put down your travel date as 10/1/2022 (the
same date you were due to start work) and so the case worker
issued correctly in line with your chosen travel date. Whilst
you have noted that the government at the time imposed a
quarantine period due to covid, this is not controlled by UKVI.
We did have a covid hotline in place at the time you came into
the UK, and this was set up for refund requests/queries but
from what | can see, you did not raise this at the time.”

In a system which has many institutions and instances, there
are conflicting governmental decisions, and no one will feel re-
sponsible for bad endings or will even apology for real. It seems
issues are resolved for them by letting it expire, while we should
be aware of everything. Of course, with the combination of a
pandemic, Brexit, a resignation and unfortunate home situation,
this story is extreme. But knowing that already in just one uni-
versity, every week contract dates of expats change, it is better
to be aware of worst-case scenarios. And also under different
circumstances, many people who were in academia, can relate
to big chunks of the experiences. One can wonder about spe-
cial arrangements for academics, giving them a special status,
as similar rules have been applied before e.g. for sports people.

During times were international collaborations are easily held
onlineaswell,onecanespeciallywonderaboutrulesaroundmobil-
ityrequirements, aswase.g. the case forhttps://web.archive.org/
https://www.thenetworkcenter.nl/Open-Positions/openposition/
30/8-Postdoctoral-fellows-in-Stochastics-and-Algorithmics-COFUND
and why people knowing how the administration and other prac-
tical aspects work in a country, are excluded. Does the govern-
ment also realise or care about the created difficulties on e.g.
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