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JIM PICKARD AND MICHAEL O’DWYER 

Labour raised almost £400,000 from 
corporate Britain on Wednesday after 
tickets for its business conference in 
February sold out in four hours, the lat-
est sign of companies trying to woo the 
main opposition party.

The event in south London will be a 
chance for corporate leaders to meet 
senior Labour front benchers as the 
party leads in the polls ahead of a gen-
eral election expected next year.

The sales came as Larry Fink, chief 
executive of BlackRock, separately 
praised Labour leader Sir Keir Starmer 
for moving the party away from the 
“populism” of the party under previous 
leader Jeremy Corbyn.

Fink told the Wall Street Journal 
Starmer had demonstrated “real 
strength” by pushing the party to the 
centre ground. BlackRock said Fink was 
not offering an endorsement.

Companies have rushed to build ties 
with Labour, largely hostile to big busi-
ness under Corbyn, as the party has 
remained ahead of the ruling Conserva-
tives in opinion polls for the past year.

The Conservatives, more traditionally 
the party of business, have been repair-
ing their relations with big companies, 

some of which grew frustrated by Brexit 
and former premier Liz Truss’s disas-
trous “mini” Budget last year.

The Tories’ business day at their 
recent party conference was better 
attended than in previous years, with 
some attendees saying they were 
impressed by the professionalism of the 
party under Rishi Sunak.

For Labour, the interest of the busi-
ness community has helped the party 
become less reliant on its traditional 
source of major funding, trade unions, 
ahead of what is likely to be the most 
expensive election ever.

On Wednesday, Labour put 400 tick-
ets to the February event on sale at 
£995. By the afternoon, the event had 
sold out, said a lobbyist whose clients 

had tried to sign up. They were invited 
to join a waiting list, which had 100 on it 
by the evening, said Labour officials.

Labour has also sold 20 sponsorships 
and partnerships for the one-day event, 
which raised further hundreds of thou-
sands of pounds, the officials said.

Starmer, shadow chancellor Rachel 
Reeves and shadow business secretary 
Jonathan Reynolds are all set to speak at 
the event. The trio have been leading 
Labour’s efforts to win the backing of 
business leaders and to enlist the pri-
vate sector as it attempts to draw up an 
industrial strategy that will form part of 
its pitch at the general election.

“We are proud that so many business 
leaders are now looking to Labour to 
deliver the stability, certainty and ambi-

tion our economy needs,” Reynolds said 
yesterday. 

Fink on Wednesday said he was “very 
pleased” to see that Labour was no 
longer an “extremist” party. He said the 
shift was “a measurement of hope” that 
global politics was eschewing populism.

“We will see what happens if Keir 
Starmer gets elected,” he added.

Last week, Mark Carney, the former 
Bank of England governor, endorsed 
Reeves in a pre-recorded video while 
she was on stage at Labour’s annual con-
ference in Liverpool. During the confer-
ence, Starmer told 200 executives and 
lobbyists at its nearly £2,000-per-ticket 
business forum: “If we do come into gov-
ernment, you will be coming into gov-
ernment with us.”

The party has called on former Boris 
Johnson adviser Iain Anderson, founder 
of public relations group Cicero, to draft 
a plan for achieving that “partnership”. 

Labour has sought to tread a careful 
line between welcoming business and 
staying loyal to its leftwing base, posi-
tioning itself as “a pro-business, pro-
worker party”. Its policy plans include 
strengthening worker rights, through 
measures such as more generous sick 
pay and an end to zero-hours contracts. 
Trade unions have welcomed the plans. 

Opposition party

Labour’s business event sells out fast as executives woo Starmer
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Keir Starmer
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conference’s 
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this month 
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PETER FOSTER

Universities need to act urgently to 
reduce the number of “fraudulent” 
applications from international stu-
dents or risk facing a backlash in West-
minster, a former Conservative univer-
sities minister has warned.

Lord Jo Johnson said the higher edu-
cation sector was “reaching the political 
limits” of tolerance for an ever-higher 
number of international students as too 
many were dropping out of courses or 
were unable to support themselves.

“It’s clear to me that the days of gov-
ernment support for further growth in 
numbers are over,” he told a conference 
on international student recruitment 

yesterday, organised by Universities 
UK, the sector lobby group that repre-
sents more than 140 universities.

Universities have become increas-
ingly reliant on higher-paying interna-
tional students to subsidise domestic 
students. International fees account for 
nearly 20 per cent of universities’ 
income from about 10 per cent just over 
a decade ago.

Despite such students delivering 
nearly £42bn in economic benefits to 
the UK in the 2021-22 academic year, a 
£10bn rise from 2018-19, Johnson said 
fears that some universities were “sell-
ing immigration to the UK rather than 
education” risked obscuring the posi-
tive narrative about their benefits.

Urging universities to take “collective 
action to weed out poor quality and 
fraudulent applications”, Johnson warn -
ed that “entirely unacceptable” dropout 
rates among Indian and Bangladeshi 
students of “approaching 25 per cent” 
was damaging the sector’s reputation.

Home secretary Suella Braverman in 
May removed the right of masters stu-
dents to bring family members and 
closed a loophole enabling students to 
switch to skilled worker visas midway 
through their course. But she did not 
close off the so-called graduate route 
visa which allows students to stay in the 
UK for two years after their course.

A survey of international students 
this year by IDP Connect, a recruitment 

site, has indicated that the visa changes 
were having an impact on recruitment.

Rachel MacSween at IDP Connect said 
the UK, while still popular, had slipped 
behind Australia and Canada as the 
most sought-after destination. “Uncer-
tainty around graduate visas in the UK 
is a major consideration . . . As other 
countries are enhancing post-study 
work rights the UK’s share as a top desti-
nation has declined,” she said.

Separately, senior leaders at four top-
tier UK universities have said they had 
seen much fewer international students 
not taking up confirmed places, includ-
ing after paying their deposits.

Two of the senior leaders, who asked 
not to be named, said the shortfall had 
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Millions of families could face cuts to the 
value of their benefits next year as min-
isters seek to make space for a fiscal 
giveaway ahead of the next election. 

Working-age benefits are usually 
increased in line with rising living costs 
in April each year, using September’s 
official figure for inflation, reported on 
Wednesday to be 6.7 per cent.

Jeremy Hunt, chancellor, said last 
week that he faced “difficult decisions” 
in his Autumn Statement next month 
because of the spiralling cost of servic-
ing government debt and fragile public 
finances. One government insider said it 

was “genuinely open” whether Hunt 
and Mel Stride, the work and pensions 
secretary, would conclude that a 6.7 per 
cent rise in benefits was affordable.

Hunt is also under pressure from Tory 
MPs to find space for tax cuts in his final 
pre-election Budget next spring, but 
squeezing benefits in real terms would 
hit working families.

Downing Street said ministers would 
consider all relevant data, but refused to 
commit to a 6.7 per cent uplift. “I’m not 
getting ahead of the process,” according 
to Prime Minister Rishi Sunak’s office.

A freeze, the most extreme option, 
could save the Treasury more than 
£4bn in the first year alone, but even a 
below-inflation rise would come at a 
cost for many low-income households. 

“Should the government choose not 
to [match inflation], as it has done 
seven times since 2010, in order to save 

money, 9mn families across Britain will 
pay a heavy price,” said James Smith, 
research director at the Resolution 
Foundation think-tank. 

The foundation calculates that the hit 
to these families, if working-age benefits 
such as universal credit were frozen, 

would average £460 a year. A low-in-
come working family with two children 
would lose about £1,200. More than 70 
per cent of couples with children would 
be affected, as would more than 90 per 
cent of single parents and a third of 
households with all adults in work. 

One option would be to increase bene-
fits using the inflation reading from a 
later month, when it is likely to be lower. 
Inflation is set to fall sharply from Octo-
ber, when last year’s sharp rise in energy 
bills falls out of the year-on-year com-
parison, and to average 4.3 per cent in 
the first quarter of 2024, according to 
the Bank of England’s latest forecasts.

Benefits will not recover the real-
terms value lost over the course of the 
cost-of-living crunch if ministers take 
this option, the foundation said. 

The value of working-age benefits has 
already been eroded significantly over 
time, largely owing to the four-year 
freeze imposed before the Brexit refer-
endum triggered a jump in inflation, but 
also by years in which the adjustments 
coincided with a brief dip in inflation. 

In contrast, the state pension has 
received generous treatment under the 

so-called triple lock that guarantees it 
will rise in line with the highest out of 
earnings, inflation or 2.5 per cent. Over 
a 50-year period, this has meant that a 
pension initially paid at the same rate as 
unemployment benefits is now worth 
about twice as much. 

Sunak has confirmed the government 
remains committed to maintaining the 
triple lock on state pensions. However, 
ministers have hinted they could limit 
the cost of next year’s pension increase 
by tying it to a measure of annual earn-
ings growth that excludes bonus pay-
ments. This stood at 7.8 per cent in the 
relevant months of May to July. 

This would save an estimated 
£900mn compared with using the usual 
measure of total earnings growth, which 
stood at 8.5 per cent in the same period. 
It was boosted by one-off awards to NHS 
and other public sector workers.

Doubts grow over annual uplift in benefits 
PM’s office refuses to 
confirm payments will 
rise in line with inflation

LAURA HUGHES 

The counter-extremism commissioner 
has called on the government to pro-
scribe Iran’s Revolutionary Guard as a 
terrorist organisation, as concerns 
grow about Tehran’s activities in 
Britain.

Robin Simcox said yesterday that such a 
move would be in “the national inter-
est” and that the guard corps, the most 
powerful wing of Iran’s state security 
apparatus, had operated “like a terrorist 
organisation ever since its inception”. 

Ministers are at odds over whether to 
make the change amid concerns over 
the threat posed by the force to national 
security. The US designated the IRGC a 
terrorist organisation in 2019.

In a speech to the Royal United Serv-
ices Institute, a think-tank, Simcox said: 
“I am aware that there has been debate 
about whether we should follow the lead 
of the US government, and proscribe the 
Iranian Revolutionary Guard Corp.

“Who government does and does not 
proscribe is not down to me. But from a 
counter-extremism perspective, I 
believe it is in the national interest.”

He added that the IRGC was not a 
“regular” part of the Iranian govern-
ment, adding: “It has operated like a ter-
rorist organisation ever since its incep-
tion, over four decades ago.”

The Revolutionary Guard Corps was 
established after Iran’s 1979 revolution 
to protect the Islamic republic from 
domestic and foreign threats.

According to government insiders, 
Suella Braverman, home secretary, is 
concerned that Iranian agents are plot-
ting to kill British citizens, including 
prominent Jewish figures. 

MPs were told in February that Iran 
had been behind 15 credible threats to 
kill or kidnap British citizens or UK-
based individuals in just over a year. 

James Cleverly, foreign secretary, is 
more cautious than Braverman, con-
cerned that a change could weaken dip-
lomatic efforts to save the 2015 nuclear 
accord, or lead to retaliatory measures 
against dual British-Iranian citizens. 

British diplomats fear that Iran would 
retaliate by closing the UK embassy in 
Tehran. London is also seeking to calm, 
rather than inflame, tensions in the 
Middle East, given the war between 
Israel and Hamas. The militant group 
receives financial support from Iran. 

Responding to Simcox’s comments, 
the government said it worked with 
international partners “to identify, 
deter and respond to threats from Iran”, 
and that it would “continue to take 
strong action against Iran while they 
threaten people in the UK and around 
the world”.

“Whilst the government keeps the list 
of proscribed organisations under 
review, we do not comment on whether 
a specific organisation is or is not being 
considered for proscription.” 

The Tony Blair Institute, a think-tank 
set up by the former prime minister, this 
year called for the IRGC to be pro-
scribed. It said the designation would 
provide the “government, civil society 
groups and technology companies with 
a clear mandate to more effectively pro-
tect against homegrown [Revolutionary 
Guard] and Shia-Islamist extremism 
and radicalisation through outright 
bans on activities linked to the [Guard] 
in the UK”.

Proscribe Iran 
guard corps, 
says adviser to 
Home Office 

Cost of living Counter-extremism chief

Should the government 
choose not to match 
inflation ‘9mn families
will pay a heavy price’

hit budgets. “It’s been a real financial 
blow for us,” added one.

Amid growing competition for the 
students, Johnson, who is chair of 
FutureLearn, a digital learning plat-
form, urged the sector to reduce its reli-
ance on Chinese and Indian students 
while improving quality, a combination 
he recognised would be challenging. 

Johnson suggested charging applica-
tion fees, requiring tuition fees to be 
paid upfront and following Canada in 
requiring annual living expenses to be 
lodged in escrow by students on arrival.

Vivienne Stern, head of Universities 
UK, acknowledged that failure to main-
tain a robust recruitment system risked 
a further government crackdown.

Recruitment warning

Universities urged to cut ‘fraudulent’ applications from overseas 

A Kew Gardens worker admires one 
of 70 dynamic digital artworks 
inspired by the tulip mania of the 
17th century.

 Mat Collishaw’s ‘Heterosis’ series 
of non-fungible tokens references the 
period during the Dutch Golden Age 
when tulip bulb prices reached 
extraordinarily high levels before 
their inevitable crash.

The artist described the exhibition 
as ‘a flower hybridisation experience 
in which participants can cultivate 
their own bespoke animated flower’. 
He said: ‘Collectors are invited to 
become breeders or collaborative 
artists creating increasingly exotic 
and elaborate blooms . . . for their 
own pleasure or as means towards 
predicting future value and 
stimulating speculation.’ Heterosis 
will be at the Shirley Sherwood 
Gallery at Kew until April 7, 2024.

Blooms boom
Tulip mania 
inspires Kew’s 
digital flowers
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