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Millions of people have 
now signed up to 

online platforms 
where they can 
submit DNA tests 
to tell their family 
story. There may be 

a long-lost cousin, 
a surprise paternity 

case - but in Europe it’s 
generally the same trend. 

People moved constantly, but rarely far: for 
centuries, most married within a day’s walk of where 
they were born. The DNA maps show it: genetic 
clusters that still match medieval boundaries. 
Industrialisation pulled people from one end of a 
country to the other but even then, most stayed 
within their borders. Now humanity has entered a 
new phase. People are moving between countries, 
even continents, far more easily than ever before.

The result, mass immigration, is the biggest trend of 
our times. Yet few subjects create as much heat and 
so little light. Equi’s report is a welcome corrective. It 
does not pretend that migration is simple, nor does 
it shy away from the pressures that immigration 
creates. But any serious discussion must begin 
with facts. And the facts are striking. Migrants have 
been central to Britain’s economic success, from 
pre-war Britain to sustaining the NHS today. They 
have revitalised high streets, founded businesses, 
staffed essential services and contributed to the 
cultural life that makes Britain what it is.

As one interviewee puts it, “There is little actual 
reporting on most people that come to this country… 
and what the real picture is.” This report helps to fill 
that gap. For years, concern about the pressures 
immigration creates was written off as xenophobia 

Foreword

or racism - but it’s hard, in a democracy, to keep 
important issues off the agenda. If mainstream 
parties won’t talk frankly about it, then insurgent 
parties will. New forces are at work, transforming 
the economics of the nation state - and challenging 
social cohesion. Managed well, this can be the 
path to national renewal. Managed badly, it leads to 
populism and bedlam.

Polls show that Brits are amongst the most 
welcoming people on earth. Britishness is a civic 
identity, open to anyone who settles and loves this 
country. But if it happens too quickly, there will be a 
backlash. The post-Covid immigration wave - almost 
900,000 net arrivals - was an example of such a 
polarising, rapid wave of migration.

But things have changed since then. National 
Insurance numbers registered to adult overseas 
nationals are at a 20-year low (with the exception 
of lockdown’s border closures); a fact that has 
barely been reported. Net migration is some 
80% below its peak - but two-thirds of the public 
believe it is rising. When public debate becomes 
untethered from evidence, it creates fertile ground 
for misinformation. The remedy to fake news isn’t 
censorship: it’s to counter fiction with facts. Truth 
will always beat falsehood in a fair fight, but the 
challenge is to provide that fair fight.

A country can be open without being borderless; 
welcoming while still enforcing proper controls. 
Immigration works when those who arrive can find 
jobs, homes and schools and play their part as 
citizens. It fails when the pace of change outruns 
the ability of communities and public services to 
absorb it. And it fails, especially, when we cannot talk 
plainly about the costs and benefits.
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So the argument Britain needs is not between those 
who celebrate immigration and those who deplore 
it. It is about what kind of immigration strengthens 
the country, at what pace, under what rules and 
with what expectations of those who come. It is 
about who gains and who loses; where integration 
is succeeding and where it is failing; which groups 
are flourishing and which are being left behind. 
Above all, it is about how Britain can remain the 
extraordinarily open, tolerant and confident country 
it has become while preserving the trust, candour 
and solidarity on which that openness depends.

This report does not offer a defence of the status 
quo, but a call for clarity. It argues for a managed, 
fair immigration system that commands public 
confidence and for a national narrative that 
recognises the contributions migrants make. Above 
all, it argues for leadership. Britain needs a politics 
that can hold two ideas at once: that migration 
has brought enormous benefits, and that people’s 
concerns deserve to be heard rather than dismissed. 
The undecided middle - the 30% who say migration 
is neither good nor bad - represents an opportunity 
to rebuild a shared conversation grounded in facts, 
rather than fear or cliché.

Equi’s report is a timely contribution to that difficult 
task. It offers evidence where there has been 
conjecture, nuance where there has been noise, 
and a sense of proportion where there has been 
complacency or panic. In doing so, it helps us move 
towards a debate worthy of what the public needs: 
confident, fair-minded and grounded in reality. 

Fraser Nelson
Columnist at The Times
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Executive Summary

We know that migration has always been part of 
Britain’s story, going as far back as prehistoric times, 
and that migrants have come to the UK for a variety 
of reasons. Indeed, the UK would not be what it is 
without migrants.1 Yet, migration is one of the most 
polarised issues today. 

Since the beginning of the 20th century in particular, 
people arriving from around the world have helped 
build the National Health Service (NHS), staffed 
transport networks, revitalised high streets, shaped 
political movements and transformed our music, 
food and sports. Their contributions have often 
reflected the best of who we are as a nation. As 
Holocaust survivor Judith Kerr said, “as a refugee 
from Hitler, I owe everything to this country, and I am 
delighted if I am thought to have given something 
back.”2 

Nevertheless, migration dominates headlines 
and political debate, and much of the public 
conversation is shaped by emotion, misinformation 
and a lack of clear, accessible data. Polling shows 
migration is consistently a top priority for the public.3

There has to be space for debate, and it is important 
for diverse views on the topic to be heard. However, 
discussions on migration must consider nuance 
and be evidence-driven. This has not always been 
the case in recent years, which has arguably led to 
a gap between perceptions of migration and the 
impact the evidence shows it has had on the UK. 
This disconnect between perception and reality 
has serious consequences: the 2024 summer 
riots, costing over £240 million,4 showed how false 
narratives can escalate into violence and undermine 
community cohesion. 

West Indian volunteers arriving at Greenock to serve in British forestry 
units during the Second World War. John Alfred Hampton / Imperial War 
Museums, A 6194. Public domain.
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There is an urgent need to protect the nation 
and unite the country, which the government has 
committed to through its social cohesion strategy.5 
Now is the moment to build on that strategy, develop 
a detailed, evidence-based national action plan 
and work for real change for all. The voices of both 
migrants and those born here must be heard in 
these discussions, and the government must stand 
firm against division and hatred.

But public attitudes remain deeply divided. Despite 
a sharp fall in net migration (which accounts for the 
difference between the number of people arriving 
and the number leaving), 67% of people believe 
it is rising.6 Small boat arrivals accounted for less 
than 2% of immigration between 2018 and 2024, 
but dominate public concern.7 At the same time, a 
significant share of the public, 30%, say immigration 
is neither good nor bad.8 This undecided middle 
represents a crucial opportunity to shift the debate 
away from fear and towards facts, shared values, 
integration and social cohesion. 

Migrants have helped shape British politics, civil 

rights movements, public services and cultural life 
in ways that are impossible to disentangle from the 
nation’s identity. It is now increasingly important to 
be able to measure migrant contributions, as the 
government plans to incorporate contributions as 
a factor for the achievement of earned settlement 
in the UK.9 Amongst all the misinformation, this 
contribution has also been forgotten in our political 
debates. Though it is difficult to measure migrants’ 
contributions due to the range of migrants’ 
backgrounds and a lack of consistent data, this 
report shows how migrants have contributed to the 
UK economically, politically and culturally since the 
beginning of the 20th century.

This report, focusing on the period from the start 
of the 20th century to today, helps to ground the 
national conversation in evidence, lived experience 
and rigorous analysis, whilst busting some of the 
myths that surround this subject. It brings together 
31 in-depth interviews with migrants, frontline 
practitioners, policymakers, civil society leaders 
and academic experts, alongside extensive desk-
based research drawing on the latest data from the 

Imperial War Museums (LN 6194), via World History Encyclopedia. 
CC BY-NC-SA 4.0. Cropped.
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Office for National Statistics (ONS), the Migration 
Observatory, the Office for Budget Responsibility 
(OBR), government departments and leading think 
tanks. This mixed-methods approach allows the 
report to combine statistical clarity with human 
insight, capturing both the scale of migrants’ 
contributions and the realities of their lives. 

The interviewees were selected to reflect a 
wide range of migration journeys, sectors and 
generations. They include NHS workers, business 
owners, community organisers, educationalists, 
students, politicians and cultural figures. Their 
stories, often marked by hardship, resilience and 
determination, provide a textured understanding of 
how migration shapes Britain at every level. 

The desk research complements these voices 
with robust evidence. It shows that migrants are 
essential to the UK’s prosperity: they fill critical 
labour shortages, contribute billions in tax revenue, 
create jobs and drive innovation. Researchers 
estimate that if immigration had been frozen in 
1990, the UK’s GDP in 2014 would have been lower by 
around £175 billion.10 

This report argues that now is the moment for 
political leadership that brings the country together. 
A managed, fair immigration system must sit 
alongside a narrative of belonging, pride, integration 
and shared contribution. Evidence shows that 
migration, when understood clearly and discussed 
honestly, is a British success story and one that 
strengthens our economy, enriches our culture and 
deepens our commitment to the values of respect, 
tolerance and inclusion. 

Myth Busters

The Myth: Small boats are flooding the UK with 
countless illegal migrants.
The Facts: Small boat arrivals across the English 

Channel accounted for less than 2% of total 
immigration in the period 2018-2024, but they cause 
a disproportionate reaction among public attitudes 
towards immigration.11 From January to the end of 
July 2026, 14,200 people arrived in small boats to the 
UK; 44% fewer than in 2025.12

The Myth: Asylum seekers take British people’s jobs 
and benefits.
The Facts: While asylum seekers await a decision on 
their claim to asylum in the UK, they are usually not 
allowed to work or claim mainstream benefits.13 The 
government made changes to the law ensuring it is 
no longer legally obliged to provide financial support 
to asylum seekers. The government will remove 
financial support and accommodation from asylum 
seekers who break the law, work illegally, or are able 
to support themselves financially.14

The Myth: Brexit helped curb migration to the UK.
The Facts: Migration to the UK increased after 
Brexit, caused primarily by an increase in the number 
of non-EU migrants due to the new points-based 
system.15

The Myth: Migrants to the UK increase crime rates.
The Facts: As stated by the National Centre for 
Social Research, while the number of people in the 
UK has increased, primarily because of immigration, 
the risk of being a victim of crime has fallen.16

The Myth: The NHS is in crisis because of the 
burden placed on it by migrant patients.
The Facts: Migrants can use the NHS free of 
charge once their visa starts, but they are required 
to pay the immigration health surcharge as part 
of their immigration application (£1,035 per year 
for most and £776 per year for students and 
under-18s).17 They therefore make a significant 
yearly contribution to the NHS. Research has also 
suggested that migrants tend to use healthcare less 
than the UK-born population.18 Migrant contributions 
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to the NHS extend to their participation in the 
workforce. One in five NHS workers reported a non-
British nationality,19 and migrant nurses and doctors 
contribute £166,000 more throughout their lifetime 
in taxes than they take out.20

Key Findings

1. Public opinion on migration is divided, 
providing an opportunity for Government to 
provide clear leadership. 
The grievances that the general public and some 
political actors have with migrants often dominate 
the media landscape. But the reality is that while a 
third of Britons hold negative views, two thirds of the 
British public either hold positive or neutral views 
towards migration.21 This represents an opportunity 
for Government to provide clear leadership and 
shift the debate from a focus on polarisation and 
misinformation to one of social cohesion and 
belonging. 

2. Public opinion on migration is often shaped by 
misinformation or a lack of data, which can lead 
to anti-migration sentiments.
Despite the fall in net migration to the UK, 67% of 
people feel that migration has increased.22 Analysts 
have referred to this as the “migration perception 
gap” in the difference between the statistics 
and public opinion. Small boat arrivals across the 
English Channel accounted for less than 2% of total 
immigration in the period 2018-2024, but they cause 
a disproportionate reaction among public attitudes 
towards immigration.23 A focus on research and data 
is therefore key, to ensure that debates on migration 
are driven by evidence rather than emotions.

3. Migrants drive Britain’s growth, innovation and 
cultural renewal.
If immigration had been frozen in 1990, the UK’s 
economy would have been around £175 billion 
smaller in 2014.24 By December 2025, adult migrants 

held one in five UK employee jobs - a workforce of 
6.5 million people powering every sector from tech 
to healthcare.25 Migrant-owned businesses now 
sustain over 400,000 jobs,26 while skilled migrants 
contribute £15,500 more in net taxes than the 
average UK-born worker.27 Beyond economics, 
migrants have reshaped British politics and culture, 
enriching communities, fuelling creativity and 
redefining what modern Britain stands for.
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4. British public services depend upon the 
migrant workforce.
Throughout the 20th century and to the present 
day, migrants have filled critical labour shortages 
in the NHS, transport and education. Today, 1 in 
5 staff members in our NHS are migrants,28 while 
42% of doctors across the healthcare sector 
qualified abroad.29 British healthcare is structurally 
reliant on migrant expertise. Migrants are also 
central in keeping the nation moving; 27% of the 
total transport and communications workforce is 
composed of foreign-born workers.30

Policy Recommendations at a Glance

1. Develop a clear national action plan which 
protects the nation and unites the country. 
The Ministry of Housing, Communities and 
Local Government (MHCLG) should develop an 
action plan which builds on the social cohesion 
strategy, ensuring the plan tackles anti-migrant 
misinformation and hatred to prevent the breakdown 
of social cohesion and community relations. 

2. Unlock and recognise the full economic 
potential of migration. Government needs to 
strengthen economic inclusion by improving access 
to work for underrepresented groups – including 
migrants, refugees and asylum seekers, with 
equivalent support for British citizens. Examples of 
this include recognition of overseas qualifications, 
targeted support for entrepreneurs and expanding 
pathways into high-need sectors, like healthcare 
and construction.

3. Strengthen the UK’s evidence base on 
migration. The Office for National Statistics (ONS) 
should develop a unified migration data platform, 
and the government should fund longitudinal 
research on migrant integration, with a view to 
providing accurate accessible data. This will 
complement efforts to tackle misinformation on 

migration and support evidence-driven research and 
discussion.

4. Embed migration and cohesion education in 
schools. The Department for Education’s (DfE) 
plans to reform education to bring people from 
different backgrounds together should include 
embedding more migration history into the national 
curriculum.31 Education will ensure that young 
people have the knowledge and skillsets to develop 
informed opinions about migration and that they 
understand people of all backgrounds.

5. Preserve and elevate migration histories. The 
Department for Culture, Media and Sport (DCMS) 
should support a national programme to document 
migrant experiences and support local authorities 
and community organisations to create resources 
and exhibitions that reflect modern Britain.
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Introduction

Focusing on the period from the start of the 20th century 
(1900-2026), this report contributes to the national 
debate on migration by carefully assessing the costs and 
contributions of migration to the UK - socially, politically, 
culturally and economically. Published following the 
launch of the government’s social cohesion strategy in 
early March 2026,32 it outlines clear ways forward for the 
development of a broad national action plan that ensures 
a cohesive, prosperous Britain.

Throughout history, migration to the British mainland has 
continually shaped and altered the nation, making our 
society more diverse, prosperous and strong. The unique 
mixture of peoples and cultures that makes modern-day 
Britain is highlighted in the late Benjamin Zephaniah’s 
iconic poem “The British,” which likens British history from 
pre-modern times to a recipe of a melting pot, highlighting 
the constant of migration throughout time:

          Take some Picts, Celts and Silures

          And let them settle,

          Then overrun them with Roman conquerors (...)

          Sprinkle some fresh Indians, Malaysians,  
          Bosnians (...)

          Then add to the melting pot (...)

          Add some unity, understanding, and respect for  
          the future, serve with justice

          And enjoy.33

Migration from the start of the 20th century to the 
present in particular has had a notable impact. The 
British economy relies heavily on migration, with 
migrants contributing an estimated £20 billion in 
annual tax revenue and creating over 400,000 jobs.34 
Researchers at the University of Oxford showed that 
if immigration had been frozen in 1990, the UK’s GDP 
in 2014 would have been around £175 billion lower.35

Who is a migrant?

A migrant is a person who has changed their country of usual residence, regardless of the reason, for at least 12 months.36 So 
the term ‘migrant’ can include the following people, who come to the UK for specific reasons:

• Economic migrants – people who move to the UK for better employment and salary opportunities. Visas are most commonly 
granted to the following people:37

          o Skilled Workers – people who work for a UK employer approved by the Home Office in specific eligible occupations, 
such as in executive and management roles.
          o  Health and Care Workers – medical professionals who come to work in the NHS or in adult social care.
          o  Temporary Workers – people who come to work for a shorter period of time in exchanges or seasonal, creative, 
religious or charity work.

• Students – people who come to the UK to study.
• Refugees – people who have been granted protection under international law outside of their own country after fleeing 
persecution, conflict or violence.
• Asylum seekers – people who have applied for refugee status, but are awaiting a decision on their claim.

Migrants are also often described by where they come from, with a common distinction made between migrants from the 
European Union (EU) and migrants from outside the EU.
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At the same time, few issues have been as hotly 
debated as migration. The topic regularly features 
in the media and political discourse, and many 
British citizens express concern over what they 
perceive to be unduly high numbers of new arrivals. 
Anti-migration views are not always based on hard 
data. For example, despite a fall in net migration to 
the UK, 67% of people believe that migration has 
increased.38 An Ipsos poll conducted in August 2025 
showed that nearly half of Britons saw immigration 
as the top issue facing the UK.39 

While society clearly benefits from migration, 
concerns have been raised over the burden of 
migration on the nation. In 2025, the year after the 
summer riots in Southport, violent disturbances 
broke out in Ballymena, Northern Ireland, targeting 
migrants and those perceived to be migrants. These 
incidents highlight the violent potential harm caused 
by grievances over migration. Police recorded 
115,990 hate crimes in England and Wales (excluding 
the Metropolitan Police) in 2024/25, often driven by 
anti-migrant sentiment. 40 These numbers stress 
both the need to work against division and hatred, 
and how important it is for government to address 

concerns over migration. The UK’s political leaders 
must focus on reunifying the nation, based on the 
collective responsibility to work for integration, not 
allowing bad-faith actors to further fuel existing 
divides. The stakes are too high not to take action. 

Recent polling on migration shows that the public 
is largely divided on the topic, which opens a 
window of opportunity for government to shift 
the national debate on migration to one centred 
on social cohesion.41 Polling commissioned by the 
Migration Observatory in 2023 showed that 30% 
of respondents saw migration as neither bad nor 
good.42 These results indicate that while the issue is 
polarised, nearly a third of people could be swayed 
either way. But one-third of people in 2025 also 
believed that a person must be born British to be 
truly British, which has increased from one in five 
in 2023.43 This is a worrying trend, as it prioritises 
ancestry over values.

The increasing polarisation of debates on migration 
must be countered. An evidence-based approach 
that carefully considers existing data and insights 
is needed. Research and evidence can help counter 
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divisive narratives and shift the focus of the debate 
on what benefits all in the UK. In an open and 
democratic society, there must be space to discuss 
controversial topics from a variety of different 
perspectives. Healthy debate is to be welcomed, 
but violence cannot be accepted, nor can calls for 
the violation of human rights. Government must be 
clear that national unity remains a priority, alongside 
maintaining its manifesto commitment to shaping a 
managed but fair immigration system.44

“There is little actual reporting on most 
people that come to this country, how that 

happens, what the percentages are and 
what the real picture is.” 45

Margaret Mullane MP

To bust myths requires clarity. But terms used 
to describe people arriving to the UK are often 
used interchangeably, despite the fact that the 
circumstances for a person’s arrival are important 
for understanding the laws that govern their stay. 
For example, a ‘refugee’ is a person who has been 
granted protection under international law outside 
of their own country after fleeing persecution, 
conflict or violence. Before the status of refugee 
is granted to a person who has made a claim for 
it, they are referred to as an ‘asylum seeker’ while 
they await the decision on whether their appeal for 
international protection has been accepted. The 
term ‘migrant’ is far more general and is understood 
to mean a person who has changed their country 
of usual residence, regardless of the reason.46 
This report covers the contributions of refugees 
and asylum seekers to the UK, as well as migrants 
who have come for economic, educational or other 
opportunities.

Based on 31 interviews with migrants and experts 
from policy, practice, civil society and academic 
institutions, the report finds that, while public 
debates on migration often focus on the negatives, 

research and evidence often come to a different 
conclusion. Statistics and life stories based on 
individual experiences show that migration to the UK 
has often been a story of success, integration and 
improved prosperity for all. For example, research 
has shown that, if net migration fell to zero, the UK 
economy would be 4% smaller by 2040.47 Migrant 
workers in certain care occupations, like nurses and 
doctors, also have a significant estimated lifetime 
fiscal contribution of +£166,000.48 Government must 
lead a political shift: rather than focusing on division 
and fear, it must promote a narrative of national 
pride, belonging and shared values. The launch 
of the social cohesion strategy offers a unique 
opportunity for government to work for a cohesive 
and confident Britain where migrants and people 
born in the UK alike can prosper. In showcasing the 
contributions made by migrants, we can reflect 
on who we are as a nation, embracing the core 
British (and universal) values of respect, tolerance 
and inclusion. Throughout history, our culture of 
welcome, alongside the resilience of new migrants, 
has benefitted, and continues to benefit, everyone 
in the UK. 
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Rageh Omaar: Bringing the World to our Screens

Rageh Omaar, the award-winning correspondent, was born in Somalia in 1967. After moving to the UK, he was educated 
at Cheltenham College before reading Modern History at the University of Oxford.49 Omaar went on to become a foreign 
correspondent, working in Ethiopia and Amman, before becoming a household name for covering the Iraq War for the 
BBC. He suffered personally as a result of his experiences reporting on the war for seven years, losing colleagues and 
seeing friends injured.50 For his service, Omaar won the Best TV News Journalist award at the 2003 Ethnic Multicultural 
Media Academy awards.51 After leaving the BBC, Omaar went on to work at Al Jazeera and then ITV, where he continues 
to report as an international affairs analyst and presenter of the current affairs programme On Assignment.

Omaar’s impact on British broadcasting and on the general public was evident not only from the concern that people 
showed him when he was covering the Iraq War, but from viewers’ expressions of solidarity and well wishes after he was 
taken ill presenting the news live in 2024.52 Fortunately, his familiar face has returned to our screens where he continues 
to bring a bit of the world into our living rooms.
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Key Statistics and Facts about 
Migration to the UK

Migration is often identified as one of the key factors 
that voters in the UK care about, with one Ipsos 
poll showing immigration was the biggest issue for 
Britons in February 2026.53 The topic is regularly 
discussed in the media, Parliament and broader 
societal debates. However, despite this prominence, 
discussions about migration in the UK are often 
shaped by a lack of reliable data. For example, recent 
More in Common polling found that, despite a fall 
in net migration to the UK, 67% of people polled 
felt that migration had increased,54 highlighting the 
gap between assumptions and evidence. This is 
dangerous, as rumours and misinformation can risk 
fuelling division and even violence.55 

Migrants to the UK are not a homogenous group; 
people come here for many different reasons. Some 
are refugees or asylum seekers fleeing conflict, 

some are economic migrants in search of better 
opportunities, some arrive to fill specific labour 
shortages and others are students. Each scenario 
entails different rights regarding length of stay, work, 
study and benefits. Each scenario also determines 
the reception of the general public. But any serious 
discussion on migration must account for the 
nuances of each migrant’s journey.

The debate on migration in British media and 
politics has continuously shifted during the last 
years. Ten years ago, the focus of the debate 
was often on migration from the European Union 
(EU). While briefly displaced by concerns over the 
COVID-19 pandemic in the early 2020s, immigration 
became a top issue again by October 2024 in light 
of a politicised discussion around record-high net 
migration, irregular immigration and the housing 
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of asylum seekers.56 Today, the focus is to a large 
extent on ‘small boat’ channel-crossings and the 
asylum system. The number of people in the UK 
who viewed immigration as a top concern increased 
over the course of 2025, making it the second most 
significant concern after the economy.57 

“Everything now is about small boats and 
people seeking asylum, which is just a tiny 

percentage of migration to this country. 
(…) It’s not representative of the ways that 
immigration and migration actually play 

out on the ground.” 58

Misbah Malik
HOPE not hate

These shifts in attitudes over time indicate the 
nuances of a complicated debate. History shows 
us that migration is a constant in most societies 
worldwide, and that there will always be a need to 
adapt and discuss, giving government and society 
regular opportunities to carefully make decisions on 
the topic. Some British governments have welcomed 
and actively encouraged migration through 
legislation, while others have sought to further 
control and limit it. These decisions have been and 
continue to be influenced by many factors, including 
levels of migration, labour shortages and public 
sentiment.

A look at the numbers shows that overall, migration 
to the UK has increased significantly since the 20th 
century and into the present day. Figures from the 
ONS show that the percentage of foreign-born 
residents out of the population of England and Wales 
was 4% in 1951.59 This figure has increased to 17% 
in 2024 - a development that is similar to trends in 
other Global North economies, like Spain, Germany, 
Belgium and the USA.60 However, more recently, net 
migration has reached a new low, falling by more than 
two thirds in the year ending June 2025.61

The Myth:
Small boats are flooding the UK with countless illegal 
migrants.

The Facts:
Small boat arrivals across the English Channel 
accounted for less than 2% of total immigration 
in the period 2018-2024, but they cause a 
disproportionate reaction among public attitudes 
towards immigration.62 From January to the end of 
July 2026, 14,200 people arrived in small boats to the 
UK; 44% fewer than in 2025.63

Patterns of Migration Since the Start of the 20th 
Century

“[It is essential to] embed black and Asian 
histories within a broader British history. 

You can’t tell British history without 
taking account of these stories” 64

Professor Claire Alexander
Lead Researcher on Our Migration Story

From the start of the 20th century to the present 
day, there have been many waves of migration to 
the UK. Each was unique in its composition and 
expectations, as was its reception on these shores. 

Before the First World War (1914-18) and in the period 
between the two world wars (1918-39), migration was 
largely related to empire. The Irish were the dominant 
population group settling here at the turn of the 20th 
century. In addition, up to 150,000 Eastern European 
Jews fleeing the pogroms and persecution of Tsarist 
Russia settled in Britain between 1880 and 1914.65 
Many South and East Asian migrant dockworkers and 
sailors, called ‘Lascars,’ migrated to the UK in the 19th 
and 20th centuries. Many stayed, enduring cramped 
living conditions and widespread discrimination in 
places such as the docklands of Liverpool, Cardiff 
and London’s East End.66 
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During the First World War, Britain granted 
asylum to around 250,000 Belgian refugees, 
providing sanctuary due to the moral imperative 
to help destitute populations fleeing war.67 Those 
persecuted by the Nazis and their allies across 
Europe were similarly welcomed in the 1930s and 
early 1940s. Most notable among these were the 
approximately 10,000 Jewish child refugees brought 
to the UK from Nazi Germany in the ‘Kindertransport’ 
rescue efforts from 1938 to 1940.68

Both world wars saw millions of men from across the 
empire serve in the British armed forces. Often an 
overlooked chapter of British history, over 2.5 million 
South Asian men from modern-day India, Pakistan, 
Nepal, Bangladesh and Sri Lanka served in the 
Second World War, comprising the largest volunteer 
army in history.69 Around 700,000 people joined up 
from British dominions, including Canada, Australia, 
South Africa and New Zealand, and over 100,000 
from other colonised nations in East and West Africa 
and the West Indies.70 This service would facilitate 
the movement of Commonwealth citizens to the 
British mainland in the coming decades.

After the Second World War, Britain became home 
for hundreds of thousands of refugees fleeing 
Eastern Europe during the Cold War, so much so 
that the second-highest foreign-born population 
group in the country after the Irish was the Poles.71 
Migration from the Commonwealth also increased 
significantly after the war. The year 1948 marks 
the beginning of the ‘Windrush Generation,’ when 
the now famous ship, the Empire Windrush, made 
land at Tilbury Docks in Essex, carrying passengers 
from the Caribbean.72 Between 1948 and 1971, over 
910,000 people from the West Indies, India, Pakistan 
and Africa followed, finding work rebuilding Britain’s 
war-damaged cities and towns, expanding transport 
systems and establishing the NHS.73 Following a 
tradition of filling British labour shortages, around 
half a million young Irish people also emigrated in 
this post-war period.74

“[Immigration from the post-war period 
up till the millennium] worked. In fact, 

we had the most successful immigration 
policies of any country in the whole of 

Europe.” 75

Nigel Farage MP

In 1972, Uganda, a former British colony, expelled 
its entire Asian population of 60,000 people, and 
just under half of this population came to the UK.76 
This persecution of Asian populations, as part of 
Africanisation policies, was mirrored in other ex-
colonies in places such as Kenya and Zanzibar, and 
many African Asians found refuge in Britain.

Towards the end of the 20th century in 1992, the 
Maastricht Treaty was signed, allowing freedom of 
movement between EU member states. When the 
EU was expanded in 2004, Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, 
Poland, the Czech Republic, Slovakia, Hungary, 
Slovenia, Malta and Cyprus all joined at the same 
time, allowing up to one million people from these 
countries to come and settle in Britain over the next 
decade.77 
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Our Migration Story: Learning about Migration 78 

Our Migration Story is an online resource aimed at helping children and adults understand the history of migration to 
the British Isles. It aims to share the untold stories of generations of migrants who came to, and helped shape, the 
UK. Original research follows the journeys of those who came here, explaining the encounters and experiences that 
together make up nearly 2,000 years of British history. The resource was produced through collaboration with 80 
historians, museums, archives and schools. It is publicly accessible and designed to inspire young people and teachers 
to explore both individual and community histories as a way of understanding the historical roots of today’s multicultural 
Britain.

As part of their work, the project produced materials to support new GCSE modules for the Oxford, Cambridge and RSA 
Examinations (OCR) exam board on ‘Migration to Britain.’ The website also offers a teaching resources section complete 
with lesson plans and a “how to talk about migration” page for teachers to deal with what can be a difficult classroom 
topic.79

The project was created by The Runnymede Trust in partnership with academics at the University of Manchester 
and the University of Cambridge.80 Funded by the Arts and Humanities Research Council, Our Migration Story can be 
accessed freely online.81 It has had over 22.5 million site visitors in the 10 years it has been online. That’s circa 187,500 per 
month, or over 6,000 per day.82 In recognition of its success, the project was awarded the prestigious Royal Historical 
Society Public History Prize for Best Online Resource in 2018, and in 2019 won The Guardian University Award for 
Research Impact.83
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The Myth:
Asylum seekers take British people’s jobs and 
benefits.

The Facts:
While asylum seekers await a decision on their claim 
to asylum in the UK, they are usually not allowed to 
work or claim mainstream benefits.84

A change in attitudes towards immigration could be 
seen following this increased movement of people 
to the UK from the EU. It became a major motivation 
for many of those who voted to leave the EU (Brexit) 
in 2016.85 However, following the implementation of 
new post-Brexit visa rules in January 2021 under 
a points-based system, migration from outside of 
the EU increased from 737,000 people in the year 
ending June 2021 to 1.1 million in the year ending June 
2022.86 While net migration went on to reach a high 
of 906,000 in the year ending June 2023, it fell to 
204,000 in the year ending June 2025.87

The largest driver of net migration since 2020 is the 
significant increase in student visas, with the Home 
Office recording 440,000 sponsored study visas 
being granted in the year ending September 2025.88 
More students are also being granted work visas, 
allowing them to stay for longer after their studies 
are completed. Of non-EU+ students and their 
dependants arriving in the year ending December 
2021, 46% had switched to another visa type three 
years later.89

Violent conflict and instability have often played 
a role in bringing refugees and asylum seekers to 
the UK, such as the war in Ukraine, instability in 
Afghanistan and wars in parts of the Middle East and 
Africa. In the year ending June 2025, just over 111,000 
people claimed asylum in the UK, over twice as 
many as claimed each year between 2004 and 2020. 
But, as the European country with the fifth highest 
number of asylum claims, this is far behind Germany 
where over 218,000 people claimed asylum.90  

According to the UN Refugee Agency (UNHCR), 
there are over 690,000 forcibly displaced people in 
the UK and over 5,000 stateless people.91 

The Myth:
Brexit helped curb migration to the UK.

The Facts:
Migration to the UK increased after Brexit, caused 
primarily by an increase in the number of non-EU 
migrants due to the new points-based system.92
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Quantifying the Benefits and Costs of Migration

“There is so much misinformation, and so 
many inaccuracies around. People assume 
that migrants that come here get so many 
benefits when the truth doesn’t match that 
at all. It’s usually less than someone who’s 
living here, not the other way around. So 

those issues they need to be challenged.” 93

Afzal Khan MP

Migration is often characterised as a burden on 
society, but what do the numbers say? While some 
political actors seem to be ready to offer simple 
answers, the impacts of migration are complex 
and vary on a case-by-case basis. The estimates 
also depend upon the methods employed. For 
example, the fiscal impacts of migration tend to be 
more positive when the method is a dynamic study 
(looking at impacts over the lifetime of a migrant) 
than a static study (looking at impacts over a shorter 
period).94 It is therefore difficult to quantify a simple 
‘benefits versus costs’ breakdown of migration, 
especially because up-to-date statistics that cover 
all migrant groups are not readily available. Analysts 
such as the Migration Observatory have called for 
an overhaul in how the government collects and 
publishes migration statistics. They argue that 
there are gaps and quality issues in government 
data, and a lack of linkages between migration 
datasets and other key government datasets, such 
as Department for Work and Pensions (DWP) data on 
universal credit claimants and HMRC payroll data.95 
More accurate, detailed data would be a positive 
step toward strengthening public debate and 
policymaking on migration issues.

The data that is available clearly illustrates how 
crucial migration is to the UK economy. As of 
December 2025, adult migrants held 20% of UK 
employee jobs, totalling 6.5 million roles.96 They 

contribute an estimated £20 billion in annual tax 
revenue and migrant-owned businesses create 
over 400,000 jobs.97 This contribution extends into 
the whole lifetime of a migrant worker. Projections 
from the Office for Budget Responsibility (OBR) 
have suggested that a migrant worker who moves 
to the UK at the age of 25 and earns the average 
wage of £37,430 would contribute £341,000 to the 
public purse individually if they lived until they were 
80 years old.98 In some cases, the economic impact 
of migrants is even greater than that of the UK-born 
population. Government data has stated that the 
net fiscal impact of the average migrant on a skilled 
worker visa was £15,500 more than the average UK-
born adult in 2022/23.99

The UK’s migrant population also serves as an 
integral part of the backbone of our national 
institutions, such as in higher education. Over 
730,000 international students were being educated 
at UK higher education institutions in 2023/24, 
comprising 23% of the total student population. The 
fee income from international students for the same 
year was £12.1 billion; income that allows education 
providers to cover shortfalls in their budgets.100 
With UK higher education in crisis due to funding 
constraints, the sector would be unlikely to sustain 
itself without migrants. International students also 
contribute economically outside of fees, with the 
total economic benefit of these students rising from 
£31.3 billion in 2018/19 to £41.9 billion in 2021/22. The 
sum remains high even when their impact on public 
services is accounted for, at a total net benefit to 
the economy of £37.4 billion.101 

The health and care sectors would also be 
unimaginable without migrants. 25% of jobs held by 
employees with non-EU nationalities in December 
2024 were in the health and care sector, totalling 
975,900, which means they are overrepresented 
in this line of work.102 While the lifetime fiscal 
contribution of migrant care workers is -£36,000, 
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this is broadly similar to the UK median for their 
age group and reflects the comparatively lower 
wages that care workers are limited to, based on 
their visas. Migrant care workers will provide care, 
comfort and support to most of us in some way 
throughout our lives. Migrant workers in other care 
occupations, like nurses and doctors, also have a 
significant estimated lifetime fiscal contribution of 
+£166,000.103 The council chair of the British Medical 
Association, Dr Chaand Nagpaul, said in 2021 that 
the “NHS would not survive without the contribution 
of overseas healthcare workers and we should be 
celebrating their contribution and thanking them 
for the difference they have made to our healthcare 
service.”104

The Myth:
Migrants to the UK increase crime rates.

The Facts:
As stated by the National Centre for Social 
Research, while the number of people in the UK has 
increased, primarily because of immigration, the risk 
of being a victim of crime has fallen.105

A controversial topic related to migration is the 
cost associated with refugees and asylum seekers 
to the UK, especially in providing accommodation. 
Refugees and asylum seekers are among the most 
vulnerable people in the world fleeing conflict and 
persecution. The UK is required by law under the 
1951 Refugee Convention to not return a refugee 
or asylum seeker to their home country while their 
asylum case is pending.106 Housing refugees and 
asylum seekers is thus both a moral and legal duty. 
But concerns have been raised over the cost of 
housing to the taxpayer and the profit achieved 
by accommodation providers. It was found that 
the Home Office intended contracts with private 
accommodation providers to be short-term 
measures, but that they continued to operate over 
a longer period of time, raising the cost of asylum 

accommodation contracts from £4.5 billion to £15.3 
billion between 2019 and 2029.107 Many asylum 
seekers have the desire to contribute to the UK. 
However, they are generally prevented from working 
while their application is reviewed. Initiatives have 
begun to be piloted to support refugees into work, 
and it was found in 2023 that skilled refugees were 
contributing nearly £1 million each year in income tax 
and National Insurance contributions.108

The Myth: 
The NHS is in crisis because of the burden placed on 
it by migrant patients.

The Facts:
Migrants can use the NHS free of charge once 
their visa starts, but they are required to pay the 
immigration health surcharge as part of their 
immigration application (£1,035 per year for most 
and £776 per year for students and under-18s).109 
They therefore make a significant yearly contribution 
to the NHS. Research has also suggested that 
migrants tend to use healthcare less than the UK-
born population.110 Migrant contributions to the NHS 
extend to their participation in the workforce. One in 
five NHS workers reported a non-British nationality,111 
and migrant nurses and doctors contribute £166,000 
more throughout their lifetime in taxes than they 
take out.112
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Summary

Calculating the benefits and costs of migration to the UK is complicated. But the UK relies upon migrants, 
especially workers and students, through tax and national insurance contributions, as they fill labour shortages 
and play crucial roles in education and public services. Present-day British society would not be the same 
without the many migrants who have come to the UK over the years, contributing to society in many ways, 
politically, socially and culturally.

Judith Kerr: Child Refugee and Bestselling Author

The bestselling author, Judith Kerr, was born in Berlin in 1923,113 from where her family had to escape the Nazis in 1933.114 
Her father, Alfred Kerr, was a Jewish theatre critic and writer, who was openly critical of the regime. Thanks to a tip-off 
that he was to be arrested in the morning, he was able to flee to Prague and then Switzerland where he was joined by his 
family, before leaving for France and finally reaching England in 1936. Kerr stated that, had they delayed their departure 
by even a day, she would have been “one of the other million Jewish children who died in Nazi concentration camps.”115

During the Second World War, Kerr worked for the Red Cross having trained as a stenographer. Despite leaving school 
at 16 years old and attending 11 different schools in four countries, Kerr won a scholarship to the Central School of Art in 
1945. She met her husband, the scriptwriter Nigel Kneale, at the BBC, where she also began working as a script editor 
and writer. 

She then went on to become a bestselling children’s author of over 30 books. Most famously, she wrote “The Tiger Who 
Came to Tea” (1968) and “Mog the Forgetful Cat” (1970), which have long entertained generations of British children. 
Kerr also shared her experiences growing up and fleeing the Nazis, particularly through the acclaimed children’s book 
“Hitler Stole Pink Rabbit” (1971). She not only wrote her books, winning a lifetime achievement award from BookTrust in 
2016,116 but illustrated them too, and was named the Illustrator of the Year at the British Book Awards in 2019.117

In 2012, Kerr was appointed Officer of the Order of the British Empire (OBE) for services to children’s literature and 
Holocaust education. In her acceptance, she said: “As a refugee from Hitler, I owe everything to this country, and I am 
delighted if I am thought to have given something back.”118
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Prosperity for All: Migrants’ 
Contributions to the British 
Economy

Research conducted by the National Centre for 
Social Research reported that, in 2014, 30% of 
Britons thought migration was beneficial to the 
economy – a number that increased to 59% in 2019 
but declined to 40% in June 2024.119 

This decline in favourable public opinion on migration 
stands in stark contrast to what the evidence says 
about the impact of migrants’ contributions on the 
British economy. How migrants have contributed 
depends upon the reasons why they have come to 
the UK and what they achieved when they arrived. 
However, overall existing evidence shows that 
migration has benefitted the UK’s Gross Domestic 
Product (GDP) growth. Migrants are a key part of 
most, if not all, areas of our economy. From the 20th 
century and up to the present, the many waves of 
migration that have shaped the UK have contributed 
to maintaining Britain’s status as a global economic 
power. Researchers at the University of Oxford 
estimated that if immigration had been frozen in 
1990, the UK’s GDP in 2014 would have been around 
£175 billion lower.120  More recently, the National 
Institute of Economic and Social Research has 
predicted that, if net migration fell to zero, the UK 
economy would be 4% smaller by 2040.121 This is 
particularly because lower levels of immigration 
result in lost tax revenue.122 

Migrants have long come to Britain to fill labour 
shortages in jobs considered ‘unskilled,’ which is 
vital for the functioning of our economy. This need 
has been a clear feature of the British economy 

from as far back as the beginning of the 20th century 
and earlier.123 For example, the European Voluntary 
Workers programme (1946–51) was a government-
instituted scheme used to bring Europeans 
displaced by the Second World War to work in many 
sectors, including domestic support and care 
roles.124 Demand for care work increased throughout 
the century, and the UK is now structurally reliant on 
migrant workers to fill roles within the care sector. 
Currently, non-UK nationals make up 29% of the 
total workforce in the care sector.125 

Between 1995 and 2015, the country saw a very 
large increase in migrants settling in Britain from the 
EU, rising from around 900,000 to 3.3 million. The 
biggest proportion of this population movement 
took place after the integration of the ‘A8’ nations 
(the Czech Republic, Estonia, Hungary, Latvia, 
Lithuania, Poland, Slovakia and Slovenia).126 In 2014, 
21% of A8 migrant workers had jobs in ‘elementary’ 
(unskilled) occupations, while 11% had jobs as 
process, plant or machine operatives.127 Eleven 
percent worked in ‘skilled trades’, while around 9% 
took on ‘highly skilled’ roles. 
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The reliance of certain sectors on migrant 
labour becomes clear when there is a decline in 
immigration. A key example is in the food supply 
chain industry.  After Brexit, the number of EU 
migrant workers who used to fill vacancies in the 
sector declined significantly,133 and employers 
struggled to recruit British workers. An independent 
review published in 2023 recommended access to 
migrant labour through two schemes. The first one 
was to replace the seasonal worker visa scheme 
pilot by the end of that year to ensure that domestic 
food production levels were maintained.134 The pilot 
scheme was continued and the quota increased 
from 2,500 places per year in 2019 to at least 
45,000 places in 2023-24 with a wider number of 
nationalities represented beyond Europe, including 
from Central Asia.135 But the recommendations of 
the independent review to remove the cap on the 
number of visas and to extend visas to nine months 
instead of six were not implemented. 

The second scheme recommended by the 
independent review was to widen the eligibility 
criteria for the skilled worker visa to fill the shortage 
of workers in the food supply chain.136 Certain roles 
related to food production are considered eligible 
for a skilled worker visa, including farmers, farm 
managers, proprietors and secretaries, but not 

farm workers or labourers.137 The food supply chain 
sector is a crucial element of the British economy 
and so, as long as difficulties in recruiting from the 
local population persist, we will struggle to keep the 
nation fed without migrants’ contributions.  

“In the 90s there was a gradual 
realisation that there was a need for 
labour migration. We started to open 

our doors to low skilled and high skilled 
migrants where we had previously been 

very selective. Basically, the British public 
no longer wanted to pick strawberries, no 
longer wanted to do care work, and yet we 
still needed people to do that work. So that 

kind of picked up pace in the 2000s.” 138

Professor Jenny Phillimore
University of Birmingham

Construction, Heavy Industries and 
Manufacturing

Food production is not the only sector that has 
been transformed by the participation of migrant 
workers. During the 20th century, the UK benefitted 
greatly from Irish labourers who came to find work 
building up Britain’s infrastructure. For example, Irish 

Valerie Moran: British Zimbabwean Businesswoman and Philanthropist

Valerie Moran, the only black woman to be named in The Sunday Times’ annual Rich List of 2019, was born in Zimbabwe.128 
Her work ethic was strongly influenced by her father, who ran several of his own businesses, and she valued education 
due to the influence of her mother and several academics in her extended family.129 Moran studied programming at 
college and became a systems analyst, before travelling to live in Ireland and then London.

Moran became a gifted systems analyst. From here, she moved to the UK, where she set up the successful financial 
technology company Prepaid Financial Services, which she sold with her husband in 2019.130 Alongside her husband, 
Moran is jointly worth an estimated £122 million.131 The company is celebrated as a majority ‘Women-in-Tech’ employer 
with a 58% female workforce and has a significant number of employees from ethnic minority, neurodiverse and other 
marginalised communities.132 
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construction workers were involved in the building 
of Wembley Stadium from 1922-23, the tunnel 
between Liverpool and Birkenhead in 1931 and the 
first of Britain’s motorways in the late 1950s and 
1960s.139 Census data shows a dramatic increase 
in Irish people working in the industry, increasing 
from 46,000 in 1951 to 71,000 in 1971.140 By the end 
of the 20th century, nine leading Irish construction 
companies had annual turnover figures totalling up 
to £1.3 billion.141 

In the 1930s and during the Second World War, 
Northern Ireland saw the arrival of many Jewish 
migrants who had fled the Nazis. Among these 
were the Bloch family, who were successful textile 
factory owners in pre-war Poland, and sought to 
recreate the family business in Britain. Their new 
business, ‘Ulster Laces’, with its factory located in 
Portadown, County Armagh, was highly successful 
and became a key supplier to Marks and Spencer 
(another notable Jewish migrant business), and 
employed many workers in the town.142 The post-
war British government also set up the European 
Volunteer Workers scheme, designed to fill labour 
shortages in specific industries and to provide jobs 
and accommodation for Europeans who lost their 
homes during the Second World War. Nearly 35,000 
people came to the UK under this scheme in 1947 
alone.143 Even outspoken critics of current levels of 
migration, such as Nigel Farage, have conceded that 
similar numbers for annual net migration in the post-
war period up until the year 2000 represented the 
“most successful immigration policies of any country 
in the whole of Europe.”144 In the mills of Bradford, 
labour shortages were first filled by Europeans, but 
then managers increasingly recruited South Asians, 
particularly Pakistanis.145 Others travelled all the 
way from South Asia to work in the pottery industry, 
for example, in Stoke-on-Trent and Newcastle-
under-Lyme. Meanwhile, large communities of 
South Asians were employed in the foundries and 
heavy industries throughout the country too, 

including as boiler firers, labourers and furnacemen 
in the steelworks and factories of Sheffield and 
Rotherham.146 In this sector, Birmid Industries was 
a major employer, as were the Mansfield Hosiery 
Mills.147 The discrimination many South Asian workers 
experienced led to numerous strikes in which the 
workers fought for a better workplace for all British 
workers. 

“When we talk about the history of the 
height of the British manufacturing 

industry, actually a lot of South Asians, 
particularly from the Muslim community 

were part of that history. But when 
you look at the history, including oral 
histories, and formal collections, the 

Muslim Asian voices are still missing.” 148

Sadiya Ahmed
Everyday Muslim Heritage and Archive Initiative

Migrants from the West Indies filled critical labour 
shortages in the construction sector, both before 
and after the Second World War.149 A 1948 Colonial 
Office memorandum listed the building industry 
as a sector that could offer employment to arrivals 
from the Caribbean.150 Britain’s manufacturing sector 
was also bolstered by migrants from the Caribbean. 
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Some of the men aboard the now famous Empire 
Windrush ship found work in Nottingham’s Stanton 
Ironworks, the British Railway Works in Swindon and 
at Tin Plate Works in South Wales.151 Throughout 
the 1950s, the Raleigh bicycle plant in Nottingham 
had an employment policy of racial discrimination.152 
With help from the Jamaican government’s boycott 
of Raleigh goods, this policy was challenged 
successfully by the campaigner Oswald George 
Powe, a Second World War RAF veteran and 
prominent member of the Nottingham African 
Caribbean community.153 The company quickly 
changed its policy and became a major employer of 
African Caribbean migrants in the city. Here is a clear 

example of British manufacturing being built up by 
migrants: Raleigh, a quintessential British bicycle 
company, is deeply entwined with migration.

These early pioneers set a precedent for many 
to both work and establish businesses in heavy 
industries and manufacturing over the coming years.

Businesses on the High Streets 

Migrants have also made undeniable changes to 
Britain’s high streets, revolutionising the retail sector 
with convenience stores and wholesalers. Currently, 
around 75% of all convenience stores in the UK are 

Nadeem Shah: Building Up Britain 154 

Nadeem Shah is an influential Doncaster property developer. He has a strong track record of enduring success in the 
construction industry and is also known for his philanthropy. Born in Pakistan in 1956 and settling in the UK with his family 
aged nine, Shah embraced South Yorkshire, fondly viewing Pakistan not as “home,” but as the “old country.” Shah’s family 
were familiar with Britain because his father served as a Major in the British Indian Army during the Second World War.

Shah was business-minded even as a child. Aged 15 and armed with an ability to understand the tricky dialect of local 
auctioneers, he would go to Yorkshire cattle markets. Here, he would buy chickens, bring them back to Doncaster, 
prepare the meat in line with halal requirements and sell it at a profit to the local Asian community.

Aged 17, Shah began helping his father renovate properties, eventually taking the reins of the family business in 1974. 
The business moved from home refurbishments into construction. Shah began to build up construction companies 
before selling them for a profit. 

Operating in both London and Yorkshire, Shah’s construction businesses succeeded in transforming disused brownfield 
sites in post-industrial areas into thriving centres for businesses and living. They have employed thousands of workers 
and paid hundreds of thousands of pounds in taxes.

Inspired to give back, Shah has committed his efforts to philanthropy both at home and abroad. He was a key force in 
the beginnings of several charities, including the Bluebell Wood Children’s Hospice, People United Against Crime and 
HM The King’s Mosaic, to name a few.155 He also founded and chairs the charity AHS Foundation, which he set up to help 
communities that were affected by the deadly 2005 earthquake in Azad Jammu and Kashmir, Pakistan.156

It is Shah’s strong belief that the principles of respect, reliability and embracing the local area explain his entrepreneurial 
success. He said: “I’ve never in my life asked any single person I’ve employed to do a job that I wasn’t prepared to do.” 
Shah’s story is one among many showing us the hard work and success of migrants.
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owned by the South Asian community. In major cities 
like London and Birmingham, the figure is up to 90-
95%.157

Behind many British businesses catering to their 
customers day in and out are stories of persistence 
and the success of migrants to the UK. This includes 
Sir Anwar Pervez and his company Bestway Group. A 
pioneer in Britain’s retail wholesale economy, Pervez 
settled in Britain in 1956, moving from Pakistan.158 
He began a successful chain of small convenience 
stores in London that were notable for staying 
open on weekends and into the late evenings for 
customers. This was rare in Britain in the 1960s, but 
Pervez’s convenience store model has now become 
commonplace. Becoming frustrated with wholesale 
suppliers as his convenience store business grew, 
Pervez and his partners decided to enter the 
wholesale business. In 1976, Bestway Wholesale 
was founded, and the business grew rapidly over the 
1980s, serving independent retailers at prices that 
allowed them to compete with supermarkets. In the 
1990s, the company became a national wholesaler. 
The Bestway Group is now the UK’s second largest 
convenience wholesaler, and the UK’s largest 
independent wholesaler, competing with the Tesco-
owned Booker and Costco.

Another leading wholesaler, Dhamecha Cash and 
Carry Food Wholesalers, was founded by Kenyan 
Asian migrants. Dhamecha serves up to 18,000 
independent retailers across London and the 
Midlands.159 Beginning as a single wholesale depot 
in 1976, today Dhamecha operates a network of 13 
depots across the country.160

South Asian migrants have also completely reshaped 
the high street pharmacy market. According to 
Shailesh Solanki, executive editor of Asian Media 
Group, “65% of all community pharmacies in the UK 
are owned by the South Asian Community.”161 In 2014, 
Anwar Pervez’s Bestway Group purchased The Co-

operative Pharmacy, renaming it as ‘Well Pharmacy’. 
It is now the second largest pharmacy chain in the 
UK, with 760 pharmacies currently operating in the 
UK.162 Day Lewis Pharmacy group was founded by 
Kirit Patel MBE, a Kenyan Asian migrant who came 
to the UK in the 1960s.163 164 They now have over 240 
pharmacies in the UK.165 Meanwhile, Cohen’s Chemist 
was taken over and expanded by Anwer Patel and 
his brother Yakub Patel (who are not related to Kirit 
Patel). The two brothers are Kenyan Asians who 
settled in Bolton in the 1970s. Cohen’s Chemist now 
run over 200 pharmacies in the UK.166

Migrants have similarly made a deep impact on 
the UK’s food economy, a fact that has forever 
changed the British high street. Karamjit Khera 
came to the UK from Punjab in 1958, opening a 
food trading wholesaler called Hyperama which 
became the biggest importer of Chinese food in 
the UK.167 In 2022, its remaining depots were sold to 
Dhamecha.168 Another migrant entrepreneur, Lord 
Gulam Kaderbhoy Noon, originally from Mumbai, 
India, founded Noon Products in 1988.169 This became 
the UK’s biggest Indian food importer. Noon Products 
succeeded in bringing Indian food to high street 
supermarket chains’ shelves, such as Sainsbury’s 
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Valvona & Crolla: The Best of Scottish-Italian Produce

Valvona & Crolla is an Italian delicatessen founded in Edinburgh in 1934. It opened to serve the small Italian immigrant 
community that settled in the city, having left an impoverished Italy of the late 19th and early 20th centuries. Valvona & 
Crolla holds the title of Scotland’s oldest delicatessen, and the shop has been described as “an atmospheric spot that 
oozes Scottish-Italian history.”173

As an independent family business, Valvona & Crolla brings fine Italian produce fresh from the markets of Milan to the 
people of Edinburgh. A key fixture of the Scottish capital, their shop on Elm Row even doubles up as a venue for the 
world-renowned Edinburgh Festival Fringe. Indeed, Valvona & Crolla is emblematic of the Italian community’s place 
embedded in both Scottish (and British more broadly) culinary and cultural life. Valvona & Crolla is a hugely successful 
business begun by migrants, whose legacy has successfully changed both the palate and the high street of the city 
forever.

and Waitrose.170 In recognition of his contributions to 
British society, Noon was honoured with a peerage 
in 2011.171 

In addition to big high street names, migrants’ 
contributions can also be found on the nation’s 
street markets. One example of this is Brixton 
in south London, which was a focal point for 
new arrivals from African Caribbean migrant 

communities, with many, particularly from Jamaica, 
settling from the West Indies during the 1950s. 
Brixton’s markets reflect the many changes to UK 
high streets resulting from migration. Market stalls 
sell Caribbean foods, such as ackee, dried codfish, 
avocados, mangoes and pineapples.172 Migrant-
owned vendors and food import businesses have 
altered the face of our high streets, improved local 
economies and given Britons greater choice. 

Summary

Migration has made deep and long-lasting impacts on the British economy. The movement of talented, 
hardworking people to our shores has helped to build the nation we see today, and spurred innovations that 
have become a regular part of the nation’s commercial life. The determination and efforts of migrants have both 
created opportunities, wealth and tax revenue and filled critical labour shortages. Britain would not be where 
it is today without the many contributions of migrants to its economy who continue to work for a prosperous 
nation for all.
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Serving the Nation: Migrants 
in the UK’s Public Services

Migrants have made a deeply significant mark on 
UK public services. Many of our institutions simply 
would not function without their contributions. 
Today, 27% of the transport and communications 
workforce in the UK is composed of foreign-born 
workers.174 In 2025, 1 in 5 NHS staff reported a non-
British nationality, a figure of around 325,000 people, 
with India, the Philippines, Nigeria, Ireland and 
Poland highly represented amongst NHS workers.175 
These are countries with a long history of migration 
to the UK, and some of them with previous colonial 
ties to Britain. In both the NHS and private sector 

healthcare, there are currently 138,405 doctors 
working in the UK who qualified abroad, making up 
42% of the total workforce.176 Beyond healthcare 
in the education sector, the latest data from 2015 
to 2017 showed that 12% of school staff in England 
were born outside the UK.177  

These numbers indicate the ways in which UK public 
services are structurally dependent on migrant 
labour. Without migrant workers, our schools, 
hospitals, military and transport systems could not 
function.

Migration Museum: Telling the Stories of Migrants in the NHS

The Migration Museum, based in a temporary space in Lewisham since 2020, explores how migration from around the 
world has shaped the UK that we know today. A long-term space is planned to open in 2028, which will address a key 
gap in the UK’s museum landscape where a permanent migration museum is currently still missing.178

However, the lack of a permanent space has not prevented the museum from implementing a range of important 
activities educating the nation about the long-term impact of migration to the UK. 

Between June 2023 and July 2024, the Migration Museum organised a touring exhibition called Heart of the Nation in 
Leicester, Leeds and London. In celebrating 75 years of the NHS, the exhibition sought to place migrants at the heart 
of the story of the institution. Celebrating the contributions of migrants in the NHS who helped to make a “grand vision 
for a better society a reality,”179 the museum told their stories through singing, storytelling, photography, film and oral 
histories. The exhibition went on to win a Museums + Heritage award in 2024 for the Temporary or Touring Exhibition of 
the Year.180 

Now available as an online exhibition, Heart of the Nation depicts the story of the NHS from birth through to the 
future.181 It shares the extraordinary stories of people from all around the world who arrived in the UK to work in 
healthcare, leaving their mark despite facing stereotypes, prejudices and racism.182
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Healthcare Sector

“I came with nursing as a skill, I’ve always 
worked in the NHS, so I suppose I’ve 

contributed to the economy and to the 
wider public. If you’ve got a skill, if you’re 
in a community, if you’re part of a team, 
then it doesn’t matter where you come 

from. Hopefully, you’re regarded for who 
you are, what your personality is, what 

your skills are.” 183

Irish Nurse settled in Britain

The history of migrants making contributions to 
healthcare in the British Isles goes as far back as the 
16th century. Over time, refugees and migrants from 
places such as France, Jamaica and Switzerland 
introduced new systems and approaches aimed at 
keeping Britons healthy.184

The Irish in particular have long worked in the British 
healthcare system. Their numbers increased during 
the 19th century and continued into the 20th century. 

During the Second World War, large numbers of 
Irish people, most of them women, were recruited 
as student nurses at a time when their skills were 
greatly needed.185 By 1951, up to 11% of all nurses 
and midwives across the UK were Irish migrants.186 
Numbers were still high in the early 1970s when 
31,000 nurses in the UK were Irish, making up 12% of 
the workforce.187 

With the creation of the NHS in 1948, Britain had 
a severe shortage of healthcare workers to staff 
its new and ambitious publicly funded universal 
healthcare service. This was caused in part by the 
fact that many UK-born doctors and healthcare 
professionals were emigrating to Canada, the 
USA, Australia and New Zealand, seeking new 
opportunities as migrants themselves.188 By 1955, 
with little homegrown interest in filling nursing 
roles, the government and NHS management 
began a recruitment drive in the Caribbean. This 
was hugely successful. By 1965, there were up to 
5,000 Jamaicans, mostly women, working in British 
hospitals and healthcare institutions.189 In 1977 up to 
66% of student nurses and midwives recruited from 
abroad came from the Caribbean.190 
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“I look after my patients like they are my 
own family and you must be prepared to 

put your all into it and if you do, it will 
give back to you daily. You can see the 

amount of positive impact you can give 
to one person and that impact ripples 

through to their families. You can touch so 
many different lives in so many different 

ways.” 191

May Parsons, Nurse

Similar to Irish and Caribbean healthcare workers, 
there were many Asian migrants working in British 
healthcare prior to 1948. Due to Britain and India’s 
colonial ties, a precedent had been set for South 
Asian students to study and then practise medicine 
in Britain.192 By the late 1970s, the Royal Commission 
on the NHS estimated that up to 20,000 doctors 
registered in the UK were born abroad, and around 
half this number had come from Pakistan or India.193 
After the war, the UK relied heavily on migrants from 
the Commonwealth to care for the population.

In addition to filling crucial gaps in the country’s 
healthcare system, migrant workers often offered 
benefits to their patients and the communities 
they were serving that locals would simply not have 
been able to provide in the same way. For example, 
doctors and healthcare professionals from migrant 
communities living in Northern Ireland during the 
most violent parts of the conflict (1968-98) were 
considered ‘neutral’ by both the Protestant and 
Catholic communities. This meant that they were 
some of the few medical professionals who were 
able to cross between Catholic and Protestant areas 
during the height of the conflict and treat patients 
from both communities without trouble.194 The 
bravery of these migrant healthcare workers meant 
that the people of Northern Ireland could continue 
to be provided with vital services at the height of the 
conflict.

The trend of migrants finding work in healthcare, 
settling and becoming part of British society 
continues up to the present. In June 2025, 325,000 
people out of a total 1.5 million NHS staff reported 
a non-British nationality, marking an increase from 
305,000 the year before.195 Their contributions are 
particularly needed in the midst of what has been 
referred to as a “chronic workforce crisis.”196 Now, just 
as before, Britain relies on its migrant workforce to 
plug the vital gaps in our healthcare sector.
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May Parsons: A Symbol of Hope During Dark Times

The nurse May Parsons became the first person to deliver the COVID-19 vaccine to a patient outside of a clinical trial in 
December 2020 in Coventry.197 The COVID-19 pandemic was a time of great fear and suffering for many, but the image 
of Parsons administering the first vaccine became a symbol of hope.

Originally from the Philippines, Parsons had worked in the NHS since 2003.198 She was inspired to become a healthcare 
professional because of the impact healthcare professionals had on her mother’s life, who suffered from heart 
problems. Her training crossed borders. She completed a nursing degree in the Philippines and later became part of 
the first cohort on the Senior Leaders Master’s Degree Apprenticeship at Coventry University in the UK. There, she 
was awarded the Endeavour Award by the School of Nursing, Midwifery and Health for her skills and attributes beyond 
her studies.199

Policing and the Justice System

Migrants have left a lasting mark on society, both 
as police officers and members of the broader 
justice system. Migrants who came to the UK and 
chose a career in policing have been helping to 
keep our streets safe for decades.  The first police 
officer of South Asian heritage to serve in Britain 
was Muhammad Yusuf Daar, who was born in Kenya 
before starting his career in Coventry in 1966.200 The 
following year in 1967, Norwell Roberts became the 
first black police officer to join London’s Metropolitan 
Police.201 Born in Anguilla in the Caribbean, Roberts 
was a member of the Windrush Generation arriving 
in the 1950s. Sislin Fay Allen, born in Jamaica, would 
become the first black woman police constable in 
the UK in 1968 and, in 2020, she received a lifetime 
achievement award from the National Black Police 
Association.202 Tarique Ghaffur, born in Uganda, 
had a 34-year police career and rose to be a senior 
police officer as Assistant Commissioner in the 
Metropolitan Police force.

It is no longer unusual for migrants to work as police 
officers. While data is not collected on the place of 
birth of serving police officers in the UK, the ethnic 
group to which they belong is recorded. The police 
forces with the largest percentages of officers from 

ethnic minority backgrounds are the Metropolitan 
Police (18%), West Midlands (14%) and Bedfordshire 
(11%).203

The 20th century also played witness to migrant 
trailblazers in the UK’s justice system. Britain’s first 
black magistrate was a man named Eric Irons, who 
was born in Jamaica before serving in the Royal 
Air Force and settling in Nottingham.204 Prior to 
becoming a magistrate in 1962, Irons secured more 
working opportunities for his fellow black workers 
at the Chilwell Ordnance Depot in the face of racial 
discrimination. Tunji Sowande, who was born in 
Nigeria, was the first black person to gain tenancy, 
to be the head of chambers (1968) and to be a 
deputy circuit judge (1978).205 But it was not until 
2004 that the first black person, Dame Linda Dobbs, 
was appointed to the High Court as a judge.206 Dame 
Dobbs was born in Sierra Leone, but came to the UK 
aged seven, where she went on to study law. Thaira 
Bibi, a hijab-wearing judge, is a first-generation 
migrant from Azad Kashmir, and serves in the 
Immigration and Asylum Chamber. Sibghat Kadri KC 
was the first Pakistani-origin barrister and Muslim 
Queen’s Counsel (now King’s Counsel), appointed 
in 1989. Sir Mota Singh QC made history in 1982 by 
sitting as a judge wearing a turban.
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Migrants are eligible to be magistrates, as well 
as judges if they have the right to work in the 
country and are a citizen of the UK, Ireland or 
a Commonwealth country.207 As with the police 
forces, data is not collected on the place of birth of 
members of the judiciary, so there are no available 
figures regarding the number of migrant magistrates 
and judges. But, since 2015, there has been a 
gradual increase in the representation of ethnic 
minorities in the legal professions and judiciary (17% 
of barristers, 19% of solicitors and 12% of judges).208 

Transport in London

Migrants also continue to play a vital role in the 
UK’s transport networks. In the capital, migrants 
were recruited in large numbers to fill positions for 
London Transport (now Transport for London (TfL)) 
from the 1940s onwards. After the Second World 
War, alongside the toll taken on the population by 
the fighting, wages in the transport sector had 
stagnated or degraded in the UK.209 Many young 
UK-born workers sought to emigrate abroad, and 
London Transport needed a recruitment boost. After 
seeking employees from areas of lower employment 
across the UK such as the North of England and 
Scotland, London Transport bosses turned to Ireland 
in 1950.

But this proved insufficient to fill the labour shortage 
in London’s transport system, and so London 
Transport began hiring both men and women 
from the Caribbean Commonwealth nations to 
work on the network’s buses and trains.210 A formal 
recruitment arrangement was initiated between 
the Barbadian government and London Transport 
in 1956. London Transport recruited over 4,000 
people between 1956 and 1970, with an advertising 
campaign in Barbados featuring an “immigrant 
poster girl.”211 This recruitment campaign continued 
until 1970. London Transport also recruited a smaller 
number of Maltese bus drivers, taking advantage 

of the fact that the Maltese drive on the left, as in 
Britain. For a short time in 1966, applicants to the 
scheme came from Jamaica and Trinidad too.212 
This influx of migrant workers did not come without 
opposition. The Transport and General Workers’ 
Union threatened to take its members on strike 
if it was officially required to take on Caribbean 
workers.213 In 1955, members of its West Bromwich 
branch had gone on strike opposing the hiring of 
an Indian bus conductor. The same year, its Bristol 
branch passed a resolution banning so-called 
“coloured” people from being employed as bus 
drivers and conductors, setting the stage for the 
events of the Bristol Bus Boycott in 1963.214

TfL, which is in charge of the UK’s biggest transport 
network, still runs on the contributions of migrants. 
While the organisation does not publish a 
breakdown of their staff demographics, they stated 
that 36% of their workforce come from black, Asian 
or minority ethnic backgrounds.215 Many of them 
will either have migrant backgrounds themselves 
or be the children or grandchildren of migrants. 
Day in and out, they literally keep London moving. 
During the pandemic, all TfL workers took significant 
risks for the nation, finding themselves as frontline 
workers during one of the UK’s biggest crises since 
the beginning of the 20th century.216 Black and Asian 
TfL workers suffered disproportionately in the 
pandemic, with roughly 57% of COVID-19 deaths in 
the TfL workforce being within this group.217 Many of 
them were migrants, making the ultimate sacrifice to 
keep our public services running.

Education Sector

Migrants have also contributed much to our nation’s 
world-renowned education system. In the higher 
education sector, high mobility of lecturers and 
researchers is a common feature of the industry. 
Throughout the 1950s and 1960s, the British higher 
education sector was wary of the so-called ‘brain 
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drain’ whereby UK-born professionals working 
in academic institutions left the country to find 
positions elsewhere.  Continuing into the 1970s and 
1980s, there were more emigrant scientists from the 
UK overall than immigrant scientists into the UK.218

However, in the late 1990s and early 2000s, this 
trend was reversed and the UK experienced a strong 
inflow of migration into the higher education sector. 
During this time, around 1.4 academics arrived 
for every UK academic that left.219 In the present 
day, around 33% of all academic staff in UK higher 
education institutions are international migrants.220 
They bring their skills and expertise to Britain‘s 
universities, where they teach students, research 
key issues affecting the country and develop 
innovative solutions to the nation‘s challenges. 
Britain’s renowned higher education system, 
which generates over £265 billion for the national 
economy,221 benefits greatly from migration, and 
the insights and experience brought by foreign 
academic staff and researchers.

“I got into education and I really, really 
enjoyed making a difference to young 
people, particularly from backgrounds 

similar to mine. When I was a kid growing 
up, I came under every single label 

that you can think of: disadvantaged, 
vulnerable, qualifying for free school 

meals and pupil premium funding, EAL 
(English as an Additional Language)... I’m 
genuinely proud of this country and what 
this country has given me... It’s my home. 
And my core mission is to give something 

back.” 222

Omar Deria
Headteacher

Teachers from migrant backgrounds have also left 
a significant mark on the British school system. 

Many of the people that moved to Britain from the 
Commonwealth after the Second World War took 
up work as teachers and educators.223 This trend 
continued into the 21st century. Between 2015 and 
2017, around 12% of staff in English schools were 
born outside of the UK. This figure varies greatly 
across the UK, being around 4% in the North East of 
England, and up to 31% in London.224
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Omar Deria: Education for All 225 

At the age of seven in 1987, Omar Deria moved from Somalia, just before the country entered a brutal civil war. Deria’s 
father had visited the UK as a merchant seaman, and so he decided to relocate his family first to Middlesbrough and 
then East London. Though he admits not doing especially well at school, Deria went on to college and then London 
South Bank University, where he earned a 2:1 in Business and Information Technology.

Initially working in the local council, Deria went on to become a teacher. He first worked at Cumberland School in 
Newham in 2007 before transferring to Forest Gate in 2008 for 12 years. While he was a head of year in 2014, Deria’s 
students managed to achieve the best GCSE results in the school’s history. He later returned to Cumberland School as 
headteacher, where he transformed the school into one of the highest performing in the area. This legacy continued 
through his role as headteacher at Excelsior Academy.

In Deria’s teaching career, he strives to both help disadvantaged children through education and give back to the 
country he loves. His transformational role in improving educational outcomes for children in the capital’s schools is an 
example of the achievements of migrants in the UK’s education sector. Leading by example, he shows children of all 
backgrounds that they can achieve great things. 

Another example of migrants’ contributions to the 
sector is the story of Bushra Nasir. Nasir came to 
the UK aged eight from Pakistan, after her father 
had spent the previous four years finding work and a 
place for her family to live.226 Finding the importance 
of education early on as the key to success, Nasir 
overcame the language barrier and settled in as the 
only Pakistani child in her school. Graduating from 
university and pursuing a Postgraduate Certificate 
in Education (PGCE), Nasir began teaching at 
Connaught School for Girls in London, alongside 
marrying and having children. After 15 years at the 
school, in 1990, she was appointed deputy head at 
Plashet School for Girls in East Ham, London. After 
two and a half years in this position, in 1993, she 
became headteacher at Plashet School, one of 
London’s first female Muslim headteachers, a post 
she held for 20 years. During her time at Plashet, 
Nasir took the school from a GCSE pass rate of 28% 
to 76% in 2012 when she retired. Under her tenure, 
Plashet was one of “Twelve Outstanding Schools 
Excelling Against the Odds.”227 In 2018, she became 

the first Muslim female CEO of a multi-academy 
trust (Drapers’ Multi-Academy Trust), comprised 
of five schools in the Romford area of North-East 
London. In addition, Nasir is chair of the education 
panel for both the King’s Trust and the Naz Legacy 
Foundation (a charity set up to raise the aspirations 
of disadvantaged children), and has been appointed 
a Commander of the Order of the British Empire 
(CBE), which recognises her services to education. 
She is also a Deputy Lieutenant of Greater London.

“Education is the way out to improve 
children’s life chances and actually 

improve the life chances of their parents as 
well. Despite disadvantage, children who 

are given the right environment can make 
very, very good progress.” 228

Bushra Nasir
Educational Consultant
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Summary

Laura Serrant’s poem “You Called and We Came,” written to honour the courage of the Windrush Generation, 
serves as a powerful reminder of the sacrifices made by migrants of all backgrounds. She writes: “Driven by a 
wish, a call to save, to rebuild and support efforts to establish ‘health for all’ in the aftermath of war. You called… 
and we came.”229 The hard work and determination of migrants who came to Britain to work in our public services 
left a lasting mark on the British nation. Their contributions throughout the decades must be recognised and 
celebrated. It is a story that repeats itself in the present, as migrants, and the generations that descend from 
them, continue to play a vital role within Britain’s healthcare, transport and education sectors.

Soldiers from the Commonwealth: Past and Present

Soldiers from the Commonwealth have long been an integral part of the British Army. Their sacrifices during violent 
conflict, and especially the First and Second World Wars, were not fully recognised for a long time. In recent years, this 
has slowly started to change. In 2024, a memorial was unveiled at Ypres in Belgium in memory of the 11 battalions of the 
British West Indies Regiment. A unique service was held the same year at the African and Caribbean War Memorial in 
Brixton with African drumming, a libation and prayers led by Muslim, Jewish and Christian faith leaders.230

However, Commonwealth soldiers serving in the British Army is not just a thing of the past. Around 4,500 
Commonwealth citizens were employed in the British Armed Forces in 2025,231 and there have been over 157,000 
applications from the Commonwealth since 2010.232 In 2018, the number of recruits from the Commonwealth was to 
increase to over 1,000 people per year. The Ministry of Defence also planned to remove the requirement to have had a 
five-year residency in the UK to join.233

The UK’s military bases would be unrecognisable without soldiers and officers from the Commonwealth, such as the 
Royal Military Academy Sandhurst where British Army officers are trained. There are increasing efforts to support 
service personnel from the Commonwealth and from minority ethnic backgrounds, which marks a turning point for 
their careers and wellbeing.234
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Building a Better Britain: 
Migrants’ Contributions to 
British Politics
Communities of migrants have long been involved 
within the nation’s political life, from working in 
Westminster and student politics, to trade unions, 
local government and community activism. They 
advance British politics and create a fairer society 
for all through their involvement in civil rights 
movements. 

Westminster and Local Government

First-generation migrants have joined both local 
government and the highest levels of national 
politics in the UK from as early as the 19th century. 
Today, there are many sitting MPs, members of the 
House of Lords and local councillors who come from 
a migrant background. 

TThe first ethnic minority MP, albeit not a migrant 
himself, is thought to have been James Townshend, 
elected in 1767. The first MP from a migrant 
background was elected 
in 1841. Born in the Kingdom of Awadh, a British 
protectorate in India at the time, David Ochterlony 
Dyce Sombre was of European and Indian descent. 
His election in 1841 was groundbreaking in British 
politics, as he was among the earliest MPs of Indian 
descent. Though his election was overturned in 1842 
after Parliament cited bribery during his campaign, 
Sombre was also the first in a series of historic 
elections of MPs from British-controlled India.235 
Dadabhai Naoroji was elected in Finsbury in 1892.236 
Shapurji Saklatvala, who was endorsed by the 
Labour Party, was elected to Battersea North in 1922; 
a seat that he held twice between 1922 and 1929.237 

Having lived in India due to his father’s work, the first 
Armenian to become a British MP also had an India 
connection. Alexander Raphael (1775-1850), a British 
Armenian conservative, held the seat of St Albans.238

Meanwhile, in the House of Lords, Sir Learie 
Constantine (Baron Constantine of Maraval and 
Nelson) was the first black peer. He came from 
Trinidad and Tobago in 1928 to play cricket in 
London. Constantine became the first man from 
the West Indies to achieve 1,000 runs and take 100 
wickets in one season, before becoming a member 
of the House of Lords.239 
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These MPs and peers from migrant backgrounds set 
a precedent for future generations. It was not until 
1987 that post-war Britain saw the election of four 
MPs of ethnic minority heritage. Bernie Grant (born 
in British Guiana, now Guyana), Keith Vaz (born in 
Aden, now Yemen), Paul Boateng (a young solicitor 
and councillor of Ghanaian-Scottish heritage) and 
Diane Abbott (the UK’s first black female MP with 
Jamaican parents) became MPs in the 1987 general 
election.240 While Boateng and Abbott were not 
migrants, their election still marked a key moment 
in British politics, as they were amongst the first 
MPs of African, Caribbean and South Asian descent 
elected in post-war Britain. Ten years later, in 1997, 
Chaudhry Mohammad Sarwar (born in Punjab, 
Pakistan) became the first Muslim MP of Pakistani 
origin.

While the first MPs with a migrant background who 
joined Parliament since the Second World War were 
members of the Labour Party, over time, migrants 
assumed key roles in the other political parties 
as well. For example, Conservative Party member 
Nusrat Ghani (born in Kashmir) has held several 
posts as a minister and as the Deputy Speaker of 
the House of Commons. Nadhim Zahawi (previously 
Conservatives, now Reform), who came to the UK 
as a refugee from Iraq, was Chancellor and then 
Chairman of the Conservative Party. 

The last 40 years have seen a steady rise in MPs 
from different migration and ethnic backgrounds. 
Each general election since 1987 has seen an 
increase in MPs from minority ethnic backgrounds, 
with an estimated 90 MPs sitting within this 
category as of October 2025.241 While not all migrants 
are of minority ethnic backgrounds (and vice versa), 
this growing diversity within Parliament is to a large 

Afzal Khan MP: A Life of Public Service

Afzal Khan MP, born in Pakistan, came to live in the UK in 1969, after being adopted by his uncle. Since then, Khan has 
worked as a police officer for Greater Manchester Police, a bus driver and a labourer, before returning to education 
to study law and qualify as a solicitor.242 After a period as a Labour councillor in Manchester, Khan became the first 
Asian and first Muslim Lord Mayor of Manchester in 2005.243 In the aftermath of the 2005 London Bombings, he was 
appointed to a Home Office working group aimed at preventing extremism, and in 2008, was appointed a CBE for his 
work on race relations. On top of these notable successes, Khan served as a Member of the European Parliament 
(MEP) from 2014 to 2017 and then as Labour MP for the former constituency of Manchester Gorton from 2017 to 2024. 
He now sits as the MP for Manchester Rusholme.244 Khan’s success and contributions to British politics and society are 
a testimony to the extent to which Britain can benefit from migrants’ contributions.
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degree a result of earlier generations’ migration.
As local government is often responsible for social 
cohesion and support of refugees and asylum 
seekers, migrants with personal experience of 
arriving as a newcomer to the UK play an especially 
key role as locally elected councillors. However, 
there is no robust data available for the number 
of councillors in the UK who are foreign-born. The 
Local Government Association survey of 2022 only 
covered England and it did not account for the place 
of birth of councillors, only their ethnic groups.245 
But people whose families were migrants to the UK 
have a long and established history of serving their 
community through local government. For example, 
Dr Chuni Lal Katial became Britain’s first South 
Asian heritage mayor in 1938 after moving from 
British India, having attended to mainly working-
class patients through his medical practice in 
London.246 The post-war period saw many firsts in 
this regard: Britain’s first South Asian Lord Mayor 
was Mohammed Ajeeb, who became Lord Mayor 
of Bradford in 1985, having migrated to the UK 
from Azad Kashmir in 1957.247 Rajinder Sohpal was 
Reading’s first councillor of South Asian heritage 
in 1986, serving for the Labour Party.248 One year 
later, Charles Choudhary became the first non-
white councillor of Rushmoor in 1987, representing 
the Conservatives.249 Syeda Khatun achieved not 
one, but two milestones for the country when she 
became the first Bangladeshi woman elected as 
a local councillor in the Midlands region and then 
the first Muslim woman to be sworn in as Mayor of 
Sandwell in 2024.250

Historic firsts were still being achieved in the 21st 
century. In 2011, Danny Favor was the first town 
councillor of Filipino origin elected in the UK.251 In 
2017, Rehana Ameer became the first woman born 
in India to be elected as a councillor.252 Alexandra 
Bulat was also elected as the first Romanian-born 
county councillor in the UK in 2021, stating that she 
identifies with both aspects of her dual nationality: 

“Becoming a British citizen does not mean that 
my migrant identity disappeared. I will always be a 
first-generation migrant to the UK and will relate to 
migrant communities. I will always say I am proud to 
be a migrant.”253 

“The people in Glasgow have supported 
me and believed in me, which is very 

encouraging. I don’t know what to say 
about or explain it but seeing that I have 
been welcomed and become a politician 
is reassuring. I hope that my journey as 
a councillor will be a beacon of light for 

people.” 254

Roza Salih
Glasgow City Councillor

British Civil Rights Movement

“The struggle in itself was a creative 
process. In our most inspired moments we 
imagined a world free of exploitation and 

oppression.” 255

Mukhtar Dar
Activist and artist

Many people who settled in the UK from 
Commonwealth nations during the 20th century 
faced racial discrimination in housing, employment 
and education. As a result, lobby and pressure 
groups were created to fight for civil rights for 
migrant communities and broader society. The 
1960s in particular became a turning point in the 
British civil rights story.

History-making migrant politicians played a vital role 
in this movement. When Sir Learie Constantine was 
forced to cut short his stay at the Imperial Hotel in 
London in 1943 due to pressure on account of his 
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race, he took legal action for breach of contract 
and won the case, which was highly publicised and 
even raised in Parliament at the time. This case is 
widely considered a key milestone on the route 
to the passing of the 1965 Race Relations Act,256 
and Constantine continued to campaign for racial 
equality and was honoured with a knighthood in 
1962 and a peerage in 1969.257 Lord Constantine’s 
courage and determination to fight against 
discrimination in Britain directly led to the UK’s first 
equality legislation, which laid the foundations for a 
more equal and fair society for all.

The Race Relations Act was also supported by 
migrant-led civil rights organisations. Inspired by 
sister movements in the US and Martin Luther King 
Jr’s visit to London in 1964, the Campaign Against 
Racial Discrimination (CARD) was co-founded 
and chaired by David Pitt in 1965. Pitt was born 
in Grenada and later won a scholarship to study 
medicine at the University of Edinburgh in 1932. 
He witnessed suffering among both the Scottish 
working class and Grenada’s rural communities, 
shaping his view that ill health was linked to poverty. 
Pitt’s commitment to tackling social and political 
injustice continued when he was appointed a life 
peer to the House of Lords in 1975 and later the 
President of the British Medical Association in 
1985.258

CARD was formed to bring together the many 
migrant associations and anti-racist groups across 
the nation to enshrine greater legal protection from 
discrimination. In his capacity as chair of CARD, Pitt 
lobbied the British government to pass the Race 
Relations Act of 1965.259 However, the 1965 Act was 
widely seen as only scratching the surface, as the 
Race Relations Board it created could only advise 
on matters of discrimination without the power to 
enforce equality. Moreover, housing, employment 
and education were left untouched by the Act.260 
CARD responded to this gap in legislation by 

carrying out their own research into discrimination in 
employment and housing, which revealed evidence 
of widespread, legal discrimination in these areas. 
The organisation’s efforts contributed to the 
passing of the 1968 Race Relations Bill.261 The 1968 
Race Relations Act prohibited racial discrimination 
“in the provision to the public of goods, facilities 
and services, and in employment and housing.”262 
Thanks to justice-conscious migrants and allies 
within government, racial discrimination has been 
outlawed.

Student Politics

In addition to representation in Westminster, 
migrants have also left a lasting legacy in UK 
student politics, and ultimately in the country’s 
higher education sector. Students with migrant 
backgrounds have long created formal and informal 
networks that help a diverse range of students find 
their place on campus and engage with student 
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Mukhtar Dar: Art and Political Activism

Mukhtar Dar was a founding member of the Sheffield Asian Youth Movement and the Manchester Black People’s 
Alliance. At this time, Asian Youth Movements were responding directly to incidents of verbal, physical and legal racism 
across the UK’s major cities in the 1970s and 80s, arranging community defence through fly-posting and self-defence 
classes. Dar and other members developed “natural alliances” with other marginalised groups, such as the women 
protesting to reclaim the night in the wake of the Yorkshire Ripper murders and the striking miners.263

Dar describes the value of art in light of his humble background in Pakistan, drawing things that he did not have the 
resources to own. Inspired by the Black Arts Movement, Dar later learned about the power of art as a form of political 
activism and uniting people in the face of injustice.264 Some 40 years later, Dar created an exhibition called “Blacklash: 
Racism and the Struggle for Self-Defence,” based on his photos documenting the racism experienced by Asian and 
African Caribbean communities in the 1970s and 80s.265

politics.
Student societies have often been a vehicle for 
migrants to support each other, but also to build 
strong relations between their countries of origin 
and their new home. In the early 20th century, 
Chinese students in British universities, for example, 
were deeply influential in forging a strong sense 
of community on campus. They also strengthened 
bonds of understanding and cooperation between 
Britain and China. In 1908, the Chinese Students’ 
Christian Union was founded.266 The organisation 
worked for all Chinese students regardless of 
faith background, setting a precedent for many 
migrant student unions and associations going 
forward. Chinese students now make up one of the 
largest cohorts of international students in Britain, 
contributing significantly to university income.267

Representing students of West African descent, 
the West African Students’ Union (WASU) was 
founded in 1925 in London, remaining active up 
until the mid-1960s.268 It also campaigned against 
injustices in Britain’s West African colonies and 
against racism in the UK, opening its own hostels 
with restaurants to accommodate migrants facing 
racist discrimination in their searches for housing.269 
The union also established a journal (WÁSÙ) in 1926 

which circulated throughout Britain and Europe.270 
Members of WASU would have an impact beyond the 
country through African independence movements, 
among them being the future prime ministers of 
several African nations. 271 
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Student bodies without a specific national or 
ethnic identity have also been influenced by 
migration. The UK’s largest student representative 
body, the National Union of Students (NUS), has 
long celebrated its ties to migration that help to 
make British educational institutions stand out in 
the international arena, with several of its former 
presidents being the children of migrants. Formed 
after the First World War in 1922, the NUS gave 
students an opportunity to form international 
links and collaborate through the International 
Confederation of Students established in 
Strasbourg, which aimed to promote peace through 
cooperation. Migration was a key vehicle for this, 
allowing students to gain first-hand knowledge 
of other peoples and cultures, and so the NUS 

established a travel department to manage tours 
and exchanges throughout Europe and for students 
from Africa.272

A commitment to internationalism continues to 
be reflected in the ethos of many universities that 
now attract the brightest from across the globe - 
ensuring a constant flow of ideas and innovation. 
The rich diversity of student societies that are part 
of student unions across the country is another 
example of migrants contributing to life on campus. 
While these benefit migrant students themselves by 
providing a feel of home and familiarity, they are also 
an opportunity for cultural exchange and friendship. 
The result is a socially cohesive university scene, 
and cohorts of graduates who are accustomed to 

Roza Salih: From Refugee to Politician

Roza Salih was born in Southern Kurdistan. She sought asylum in Scotland in 2001 at the age of 12, after her 
grandfather and two uncles were executed for opposing the regime of Saddam Hussein. She began her activism as 
a teenager alongside other pupils of Drumchapel High School, successfully preventing the deportation of a Roma 
school friend. She continued to campaign for the rights of asylum seekers and refugees while at the University of 
Strathclyde, where she studied Law and Politics.

Despite being subjected to racist online attacks and even stalking, Salih became the first refugee to be elected to 
Glasgow City Council in 2022, representing the Scottish National Party in the Greater Pollok ward.273 She hopes that 
her example will inspire more migrants from under-privileged backgrounds to enter politics.

As Salih says, representation matters. Our society, which is diverse in heritage and experiences, has often been 
represented by councillors and politicians of diverse backgrounds. From London to Glasgow, and from Cardiff to 
Norfolk, they help change our country for the benefit of all.
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and invested in diversity and inclusion. 
Summary

Many things that are commonplace within our 
political system today had to be fought for. British 
history is full of examples of Britons and migrants 
standing side by side in the fight for a fairer 
political system. Today, commitments to diversity 
and equality are fundamental to the visions of 
our political parties. The Labour Party and the 
Liberal Democrats have highlighted a continued 
commitment to the Equality Act 2010,274 a piece 
of legislation that can be traced back to the Race 
Relations Act of 1965.275 The Conservative Party 
stated that the UK is a “multiethnic, multi-racial, 
multi-faith success story,”276 and the Green Party 

said they were proud of being a “country forged 
by migrants.”277 Indeed, migrant communities have 
made significant contributions to secure a just, 
prosperous and socially cohesive Britain. In the 
process, they have often pushed the limits of what 
it means to be British, stressing the fact that simply 
being born in the UK cannot be the sole criterion. 

“Through these specific experiences of 
migrants facing systemic discrimination, 

came an understanding that structures 
of discrimination were stopping other 

marginalised groups from accessing jobs 
and opportunities.” 278

Dr Camilla Schofield
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Connecting Communities: 
Migrants Shaping British 
Music, Food and Sports

“The artistic culture of the UK is very 
influential, that’s the main reason I chose 
to study cinematography here. There are 

so many opportunities to be involved 
in, and the UK has so much recognition 

across the world culturally.” 279

Rebeca Rodríguez Gómez
Filmmaker And Public Sector Digital Media Professional

The merging of ideas and practices that occurs 
through migration has greatly enriched the culture 
of the UK. The impact migrants have had, and 
continue to have, on British culture is perhaps one 
of the greatest contributions they have made to our 
nation. From art to literature and sports to music, the 
UK has been deeply impacted by the settlement of 
new people, who came from different backgrounds 
and brought with them new ideas. 

The story of migration and culture is one of fusion, 
whether the mixing of sounds in new era-defining 
music genres or the adaptation of dishes from 
around the world. The end result is a reflection of 
the journeys of migrants to the UK and a tangible 
cultural and economic contribution to all scenes of 
British life. For 2024, 16% of the creative industries 
workforce were migrants, which is higher than the 
percentage of migrants working in the rest of the 
economy at 14%.280 Non-UK-born workers are also 
more likely to work in specific creative occupations, 
like writing, translation and architecture, than UK-

born workers. Therefore, British creative and cultural 
industries continue to be shaped by migrants and 
their experiences of migration. 
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Alnoor Mitha: Bringing Asian Art to Britain 281 

Alnoor Mitha is a visual artist and curator based in Manchester whose work has spanned over 30 years. He has played 
a key part in bringing Asian visual artists to exhibitions in the North West.

When Mitha was nine years old, he and his family were forced to leave Uganda after Idi Amin expelled Uganda’s South 
Asian population. As members of the Commonwealth at that time, it was the natural choice for them to migrate to 
the UK. They settled in Manchester. As a child, Mitha was excited to come to a new country, make new friends and to 
see his eldest brother who was already studying after winning a scholarship. After starting school in Manchester, he 
encountered racism for the first time in the playground. This was a new experience for him after living in Uganda, which 
he described as multiracial, multicultural and very tolerant.

Mitha’s education in the UK allowed him to nurture his love for art. He trained for his art foundation at Tameside College 
in Greater Manchester, before studying for a bachelor’s degree at the University of Wolverhampton, which included 
an exchange year in Angers, France. At Wolverhampton, Mitha was tutored by the now famous sculptor Anish Kapoor, 
amongst other British Asian artists and tutors. Upon the encouragement of influential Gujarati painter, poet and art 
critic Ghulam Mohammed Sheikh, Mitha applied for and won a Master’s scholarship at Baroda University, India, which 
he completed before returning to the UK.

Mitha worked firstly as multicultural curator at Huddersfield Art Gallery, then moved to Gallery Oldham as a curator. 
From here, he founded his own international agency for contemporary South Asian Crafts and Visual arts, named 
SHISHA (meaning ‘mirror’ or ‘reflection’). This was highly original for the time, as there was no such organisation in the 
country. Mitha then founded a project called the Asia Triennial Manchester (ATM), a groundbreaking exhibition that 
brings Asian art to the galleries, venues and streets of Manchester, which still runs to this day.282

In addition to his work as an artist and curator, Mitha is currently a Senior Research Fellow at Manchester School of 
Art, Manchester Metropolitan University, where he tutors Master’s and PhD students. He has released around 20 
publications on Asian cultures and has been featured in The Guardian and on the BBC.283 Mitha continues to make an 
important impact on the UK art world through his deep involvement in both curation and academia.
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Music

“Migrants helped create forms of music 
that are distinctly British. They certainly 
brought their talent and musical culture, 

but the art that they made was made here 
in Britain, and because they did it here, 
the natural course of events means that 
they were also influenced. So, what was 
created, was created because of all these 

various influences.” 284

Dr Avaes Mohammad
British Future

The UK is in a unique position, due to its migration 
history, of being a distinct melting pot of different 
music cultures and sounds. For as long as there has 
been migration to the UK, migrants have brought 
their own music, enriching the national soundscape 
whilst being influenced by British musical culture 
themselves. Music is a language of its own and it 
evolves and borrows from different vocabularies 
and traditions. Music is also a great unifier, bringing 
people from diverse backgrounds together. In 2022, 
total attendance at live UK music festivals and 
concerts was over 37 million.285 There were over 14 
million music tourists, including over 13 million from 
different parts of the UK and more than 1 million 
tourists from abroad. In 2024, music tourists spent 
£10 billion at UK music events, a record sum.286 

Migrants’ contributions to British music culture go 
back centuries. The classical composer Handel was 
a migrant from Germany and found favour amongst 
the British royal family and elite in the mid-18th 
century.287 He is renowned for his work, “Messiah,”288 
a composition which many view as inseparable from 
British classical music culture and royal pageantry.289 
Handel lived in Brook Street in London from 1723 
until his death in 1759 and, over 200 years later, 
the renowned Jimi Hendrix moved next door in 

1968.290 Now the two houses are cared for by the 
same registered charity (Handel Hendrix House), 
preserving their histories for future generations.291 
Every year, the London Handel Festival celebrates 
Handel’s music, bringing internationally renowned 
musicians and Handel enthusiasts to London.292 
Such festivals bring economic benefits through 
ticket sales and wider tourism, contributing to the 
£7.6 billion in gross value added (GVA) to the UK 
economy by the music industry.293

In addition to Handel, many composers from the 
European continent found fame and success in the 
UK, including Antonín Dvořák, Felix Mendelssohn 
and, more recently, Vangelis. During and directly 
before the Second World War, many influential 
figures in the UK’s musical world were refugees who 
had been forced from their homes in Europe by the 
rise of Nazi Germany.294 These include the influential 
composers Joseph Horovitz and Mátyás Seiber, and 
artist Milein Cosman, all of whom shaped British 
music. For example, Horovitz would go on to become 
one of the Royal College of Music’s longest-serving 
members of staff, thereby passing on his expertise 
to generations of students, and he composed 
over 70 scores for film, television and theatre 
productions.295 Here, the welcoming of migrants 
escaping war on the continent had deep benefits for 
the UK’s renowned musical landscape.
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South Asian tunes have long left a lasting impact 
on the British music scene. Creatives such as Baljit 
Singh “Bally” Sagoo, who was born in Delhi and raised 
in Birmingham, merged the sounds of their countries 
of origin with British and other international 
influences. Many South Asian artists, such as Sufi 
qawwali singer Nusrat Fateh Ali Khan and his nephew 
Rahat Fateh Ali Khan, inspired British musicians and 
changed the sound of British music for good.

Another music culture that has left a lasting mark 
on the UK was brought here by migrants from the 
Caribbean. When the famous Trinidadian calypso 
musician Aldwyn Roberts (stage name: Lord 
Kitchener) disembarked the Empire Windrush 
singing his song, “London is the Place for Me,” he 
was filmed by Pathé News, who were documenting 
the boat’s docking.296 This event can now be viewed 
as a sign of things to come, as in the almost 80 
years since, Caribbean music has deeply changed 
the UK. Calypso, a distinctly Trinidadian style, 
has roots among enslaved West Africans taken 
to the Caribbean, defined by emancipatory and 
subtle social commentaries.297 The arrival of the 
Windrush Generation led to the growing popularity 
of calypso music from the 1940s onwards, kept 
alive by the Association of British Calypsonians and 
the Association of Calypsonians, among others.298 
Famous artists such as Lord Kitchener, Mighty 
Sparrow and Lord Tanamo made deep marks on the 
UK music scene, particularly in London, where they 
worked in various stages of their careers. 

As time went on, new musical genres were created 
through fusion and collaboration. Two-tone (a genre 
blending ska, reggae and punk music) created a 
unique sound, bringing a message of unity and 
anti-racism. Songs from The Specials AKA, such 
as ‘Free Nelson Mandela,’ became the anthem of a 
generation uniting against apartheid South Africa 
and enduring racism at home. Two-tone as a genre is 
emblematic of how cultures mix through migration, 

creating art that is new and exciting. 

Another example of fusion music made in the 
UK is sound system culture, a movement which 
emerged in Jamaica in the late 1940s and found 
its way to the UK through migrants, especially the 
Windrush Generation, allowing marginalised voices 
to express themselves.299 A central part of sound 
system culture was the creation of huge custom-
built speaker stacks designed for street parties 
and dances.300 Sound systems became central to 
the popular reggae and dub genres from the 1970s 
onwards. This culture also gave rise to hugely 
successful UK genres such as drum n bass, jungle, 
dubstep and grime. Today, the enduring popularity 
of Caribbean sound system culture is evident, with 
it being an intrinsic part of the annual Notting Hill 
Carnival, a festival celebrating West Indian culture. 
The Carnival is reported to make around £400 million 
for the UK economy each year.301 

In the UK, Caribbean sounds were also mixed with 
their South Asian counterparts. In the 1990s, the 
band Asian Dub Foundation merged dub, jungle and 
drum n bass rhythms with South Asian instruments, 
collaborating with many different musicians, 
including the Irish singer Sinéad O’Connor.302 In 1990, 
the award-winning musician/singer/songwriter Peter 
Gabriel used his Wiltshire-based Real World Records 
studio to work with the renowned Pakistani Sufi 
qawwali singer Nusrat Fateh Ali Khan to create the 
iconic Mustt Mustt (1990) album, which was pivotal 
in bringing qawwali fusion to a global audience. 
These genres, created in the UK directly as a result 
of migration, have been a dominant force in the UK’s 
cultural landscape. They are ambassadors for fusion 
culture and many of their albums have been sold in 
the UK each year since their inception. Migration 
continues to shape the UK’s music culture in the 
present. For example, recently, many new UK artists 
have been strongly influenced by their African 
heritage.
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Freddie Mercury: The People’s Singer

Born Farrokh Bulsara in Zanzibar (then a British protectorate) in 1946, Freddie Mercury became one of the UK’s most 
influential and most loved singers of all time. His parents were Parsis from India, but they moved to Zanzibar where 
his father worked with the British government.304 Mercury attended boarding school in India during this time, where 
he played the piano in a band. Following the independence of Zanzibar in 1963, the Bulsara family moved to Feltham in 
England and Mercury went on to study graphic art and design at Ealing Technical College and School of Art.

Continuing his love for music, Mercury would join the band that would later become known as Queen. Their debut 
album (Queen) was released in 1973. Queen would become famous for some of the UK’s, and the world’s, most popular 
anthems, including ‘Bohemian Rhapsody,’ ‘We Are the Champions’ and ‘We Will Rock You.’ Their performance at the 
Live Aid concert in 1985 was particularly historic, showcasing both the band’s musical talent and Mercury’s unmatched 
skills on the stage.305 

Mercury is also known to have been influenced by Bollywood icons such as Lata Mangeshkar, whose impressive vocal 
range was remarkably similar to Mercury’s.306 This influence is an example of the constant flow of ideas between the 
UK and other parts of the world, often facilitated by migrants.

Mercury began his solo career in 1985. He sadly died due to complications caused by AIDS in 1991. Mercury’s role as 
Queen’s frontman represents the very best of musical skill that irreversibly defined rock music.

“British Nigerian artists like Obongjayar 
and Little Simz, are bringing a Nigerian 

flavour that we haven’t quite seen before. 
That’s happening a lot, and it’s not just 

from Nigeria - lots of artists are trying to 
reconnect with their cultures and interpret 

it in a new way that hasn’t been done 
before… I think it’s kind of reshaping the 

British identity…” 303

Nigerian public sector programme 
professional and musician

From Handel to Freddie Mercury, migrants have had 
a profound effect on the music of our nation, adding 
to the rhythms, sounds and lyrics associated with 
modern-day Britain. To this day, they enrich British 
culture, strengthen the economy and point to the 
possibilities of creativity, dialogue and exchange 
through migration.

Food Culture

Just as the sounds and lyrics of music travel straight 
to the hearts of the nation, so does food, equally 
shaped by migrant influences and fusion. Many 
food products from abroad once considered rare 
are now commonplace, with supermarkets and 
shops nationwide stocking near to everything, 
from hummus and halloumi to spaghetti and sushi. 
It is not uncommon for Brits to eat Middle Eastern 
shawarma wraps for lunch, Indian curry for tea and 
Thai food or an Italian pizza at the pub. Food can help 
break down barriers. Research from the University of 
Birmingham and the University of Munich found that 
eating a diverse range of foods can reduce prejudice 
through exposure to different cultures.307 Every day, 
food brought to the UK through migration brings 
people from diverse backgrounds together and has 
helped shape the culinary culture of our nation. 
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One of the most popular cuisines in the UK is 
British South Asian food. The British Indian food 
sector, including outside catering and sales from 
supermarkets, is estimated to be worth around £4.3 
billion. There are over 10,000 Indian restaurants in 
the UK, which employ over 100,000 people.308 The 
entire UK Asian restaurant industry is estimated to 
hold a value of around £7.5 billion.309 This includes 
Indian, Chinese, Thai, Japanese, Vietnamese and 
other Asian restaurants. The influence of other 
national cuisines is also significant. Nearly 33% of 
all restaurant revenue is produced by the British 
European restaurant industry - over twice as much 
as British cuisine.310 Popular European cuisines such 
as French, Spanish, Italian and Greek are a dominant 
force within the restaurant sector, and as a whole, 
British palates are widely accustomed to food 
cultures brought through migration.

The story of how Britain gained such a vibrant mix 
of food cultures mirrors the story of economic 
migration to the nation. The very first South Asian 
restaurants were opened to serve single men who 
had arrived before their families to find work.311 The 
food was cheap and made quickly, and restaurants 
served as a social hub for new migrants. Cooking 
was done by men, a division of labour that was 
different from back home where the kitchen was 
mostly the women’s domain. When wives and 
families came to the UK, they found that their 
husbands had become keen chefs, and many 
decided to open their own restaurants. By 1960, 
there were over 500 Indian restaurants across the 
country, a figure that continued to rise dramatically 
across the 20th century.312 Particularly after the 
independence of Bangladesh in 1971, there was 
a large increase in Bangladeshi migration, with 
many ‘Indian’ restaurants actually being run by 
Bangladeshis.313 British Indian food was developed 
to satisfy British palates, with sauce-heavy dishes 
such as tikka masala and vindaloo becoming 
staples.314 

“The story of Indian food in the UK is a 
story of migrants going from cooking 

traditional food for an internal market of 
immigrants, to inventing food creations 
that would reshape the British palate, to 

then becoming well established across the 
country and upscaling to massive catering 

companies.” 315

Dr Luke Heslop
Presenter on The Migration Menu Podcast

There is a similar story for the expansion of Chinese 
takeaways and restaurants in the UK. In 1957, 
there were just 50 Chinese restaurants across 
the nation.316 This number increased rapidly over 
the 1960s, and by 1970 there were 4,000. Many of 
these businesses had taken over British fish and 
chip shops, and so they served a fusion of British-
style chippy food with Anglo-Chinese dishes such 
as ‘sweet and sour.’ Today there are over 10,000 
Chinese restaurants and takeaways in the UK, and 
many UK cities have dedicated ‘Chinatowns’ where 
Chinese and East Asian food and culture can be 
enjoyed.317 
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Fusion Fast Food Winning the Hearts of the Nation: Chicken Tikka Masala and Fish 
and Chips

The contribution of migrants to British food culture has often been unique, because dishes from around the world 
were adapted and fused with local cuisine. As a result, new flavours and dishes were often created.

One of the most loved examples is chicken tikka masala. While the dish’s origins cannot be 100% verified, it is said to be 
the creation of British Pakistani migrant Ali Ahmed Aslam. Aslam was born in Pakistan and moved to Glasgow as a child, 
where he opened the restaurant Shish Mahal in 1964.318

Fish and chips, considered one of the UK’s greatest staples, also came to the UK thanks to migrants. It is believed 
that the dish may have been brought to the UK by Spanish and Portuguese refugees who were Jewish, fleeing their 
countries due to persecution in the 16th century. At this time, Sephardic Jews would fry fish so that it would keep for 
longer. Chips may have arrived later with the Huguenots (French Protestants) who fled their country in the 17th century 
- although the origins of the chip are claimed by both the French and Belgians.319 It is disputed who decided to combine 
these components into a dish in the UK, though some believe that the first fish and chip shop was opened by a Jewish 
migrant, Joseph Malin, in East London around 1860.320

While it can be difficult to trace the exact origins of some of our most popular fast-food favourites, what is 
indisputable is that the UK’s culinary diversity is a direct result of the arrival of migrants over the centuries, and we are 
all richer for it.

Overall, the expansion of food culture accompanying 
migration has contributed greatly to the British 
economy, created a unique form of fusion cooking 
and enriched the nation’s palate.

Sport

From football, cricket and tennis to boxing and golf, 
the UK is world renowned for its sporting culture. 
Sports are a major economic boost, contributing 
£53.6 billion in GVA to the economy. The sports 
sector also employs up to 878,100 people in full-time 
equivalent jobs, which equates to around 3.5% of 
the UK’s total workforce.321 

Migration has contributed a great deal to the 
success of the British sports sector. One example 
of this is the English Premier League, watched by 
1.9 billion people worldwide, which simply could 

not function without migration.322 In 2017, the 
Premier League had the highest percentage of 
non-UK players compared with all other European 
leagues.323 In the 2022/23 season, only 43.7% of 
players with minutes played were British, meaning 
most players came from abroad.324 The same can be 
said for management. Most of the Premier League 
sides’ head coaches are not from the UK, and in the 
2025/26 season, just three of the managers leading 
the 20 Premier League clubs were UK-born.325 Many 
of the coaching team members in the league are 
made up of migrants, too, such as at Liverpool 
FC, where many of the senior coaching staff are 
European migrants.326

With many of the major players of the Premier 
League migrating to the UK, the economic 
contribution of the institution would not be what 
it is without migrants. In the 2023/24 season, the 
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Premier League and its clubs generated up to 
£9.8 billion for the UK economy in GVA. The league 
also contributes £4.4 billion in tax for the UK and 
is a major employer and source of revenue for the 
nation.327 Here, one of the most profitable and widely 
known British institutions is deeply dependent on 
international migration. But migrant contributions 
are not limited to economic matters. The prominence 
of migrants as role models and sporting icons leads 
to greater acceptance of different religious and 
cultural traditions, because these traditions are 
practised on the field for all to see. For example, 
during football matches, Mo Salah regularly performs 
sujood (prostration) when he scores, and Liverpool 
fans are known for their chants which reference 
their acceptance of his Muslim faith.328 The ‘Salah 
Effect’ study by researchers at Stanford University 
showed that since his signing to Liverpool FC in 2017, 
“hate crimes in the Liverpool area dropped by 16%” 
and Liverpool fans “halved their rates of posting anti-
Muslim tweets relative to fans of other top-flight 
clubs.”329 These numbers indicate how much there is 
to gain for social cohesion in the UK by showcasing 
the contributions of migrants to British sports.

“Everybody can say everybody’s name 
correctly, whatever country they come 

from, as long as they’re in your team - or 
even if they’re not in your team. So, life 

itself breaks down the racism.” 330

Professor Hakim Adi
SOAS

Another major British sport which has been 
significantly shaped by migration is cricket. Cricket 
has been played in British villages since the 16th 
century. It gained further popularity as it became 
an international sport during the colonial period.331 
Exported by the British colonial elite, cricket became 
particularly popular on the Indian subcontinent 
and in the Caribbean. Upon arrival in Britain, many 

people from the West Indies and South Asia found 
that the sport was a great way to socialise and meet 
UK-born cricketers. London Transport, for example, 
had a strong cricketing culture, and many migrants 
who had come to work for London Transport found 
a community and social life through playing cricket 
with fellow staff members. From the 1970s onwards, 
South Asian migrants joined and set up cricket 
clubs across the nation. Many remain committed 
to grassroots cricket culture and have women’s 
squads and training for children. As of 2018, people 
of South Asian origin make up a third of the England 
and Wales Cricket Board player base.332 In towns 
and cities such as Leicester, Luton, Birmingham 
and Bradford, South Asian migrants have formed 
hundreds of cricket clubs since the 1970s.333 
Barbados-born Jofra Archer has inspired thousands, 
as have the children of migrants who have become 
some of the country’s most impressive cricket 
players, including British Pakistanis Moeen Ali, Adil 
Rashid and Shoaib Bashir.
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Cindy Ngamba: Defying the Odds

Cindy Ngamba was born in Cameroon but moved to Bolton in 2009, studying at Bolton College and then the University 
of Bolton.334 At the Paris Olympics in 2024, Ngamba became the first-ever medal winner for the International Olympic 
Committee (IOC) Refugee Team when she won bronze in boxing at the age of just 25. She had already been a three-
time English national champion.335 After winning her medal at the Olympics, Ngamba said: “It means the world to me, to 
be the first ever refugee to win a medal. I’m just a human, just like any other refugee...” 336 

The history of migrants in British sports is also the history of refugees and asylum seekers to the UK, who defy 
expectations and make history in the world of sport.

Summary

Migration to the UK has led to the development of British culture, whether it be through art, literature, food, 
music or sports. History has shown the merging of cultures to be a powerful uniting force, and often a way of 
achieving social cohesion. The sharing of cultures is the sharing of experience, with Britons of all walks of life 
finding commonality and respect for each other through the contributions they make to their country. As a 
nation, we would not be who we are without migration - from how we eat, to how we enjoy music, play sports 
and spend our leisure time. 
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Abdulrazak Gurnah: A Nobel Prize for Writing about Refugees’
Experiences Like No Other

Abdulrazak Gurnah was born in 1948 in Zanzibar, then a British protectorate. The British left in 1963, and the Arab rulers 
of Zanzibar were overthrown. More than 20,000 people were killed in the ensuing violence, and many citizens of Arab 
and Indian heritage fled due to persecution. Gurnah was among them, as his father had been born in Yemen.337

Having left for England, Gurnah was educated at Christ Church College in Canterbury before becoming a teacher.338 In 
1982, Gurnah earned a PhD from the University of Kent, during which time he also taught at Bayero University Kano in 
Nigeria. He later joined Kent in the English department in 1985, where he remained until his retirement in 2017.

Gurnah’s personal experiences of colonialism and being a refugee influenced his writing career, with his first novel 
published in 1987 (“Memory of Departure”). But it was his later novel, “Paradise” (1994), that led to his acclaim as a 
writer. He has described his starting point for his novels as looking at how a character is faced by trials and tribulations 
and how they respond to them. 339 

Now the author of 11 novels, Gurnah went on to win the Nobel Prize in Literature in 2021 “for his uncompromising and 
compassionate penetration of the effects of colonialism and the fate of the refugee in the gulf between cultures and 
continents.”340 Several of his books have also been shortlisted for prestigious awards, like the Booker Prize.

Books like those by Gurnah help us gain a glimpse of the plight of the millions who have suffered under colonialism, 
violence and persecution. He highlights the experiences of refugees and migrants who have arrived in the UK over the 
decades, and without whom this country would not be the same.
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1. Develop a clear national action plan which 
protects the nation and unites the country.
• The Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local 
Government (MHCLG) should develop an action plan 
which builds on the social cohesion strategy.
• The plan should be built on long-term 
partnerships, co-designed with the communities 
most affected. This should include representatives 
of diverse faiths and beliefs.
• MHCLG should take inspiration from the Scottish 
governments’ approach of consulting migrants in 
its development of a delivery plan for the New Scots 
Refugee Integration Strategy in 2024.341

• A key aspect of the national action plan must be 
the tackling of anti-migrant misinformation and 
hatred to prevent the breakdown of social cohesion 
and community relations, complementing the 
government’s principled stand against anti-Muslim 
hostility and antisemitism.

2. Unlock and recognise the full economic 
potential of migration.
• Government needs to strengthen economic 
inclusion by improving access to work for 
underrepresented groups, including migrants, 
refugees and asylum seekers, through streamlined 
recognition of overseas qualifications, targeted 
support for entrepreneurs, expanded pathways 
into high-need sectors such as health, social care, 
construction and digital, with equivalent support for 
British citizens. 
• Government should improve long-term planning 
by expanding employment pilots for refugees, 
considering access to work for asylum seekers, and 
commissioning an annual independent assessment 
of the fiscal contribution of migration to inform 
future economic strategy.

Policy Recommendations

3. Strengthen the UK’s evidence base on 
migration.
• The Office for National Statistics (ONS) should 
develop a unified migration data platform, and the 
government should fund longitudinal research on 
migrant integration.
• Government should ensure that reliable and 
comprehensive data is available to the public in 
accessible forms.

4. Embed migration and cohesion education in 
schools.
• To support the government’s plan to bring people 
of all backgrounds together through reforming 
education, the Department for Education (DfE) 
should include migration history in the national 
curriculum, to ensure that young people understand 
people of all backgrounds, and that they will have 
the knowledge to develop informed opinions about 
migration. 
• The DfE should provide schools with high-quality 
teaching resources co-designed with migration 
historians, educators and community groups to 
ensure that the subject is taught accurately.

5. Preserve and elevate migration histories.
• The Department for Culture, Media and Sport 
(DCMS) should support a national programme to 
document migrant experiences.
• The programme should be aimed at supporting 
local authorities and community organisations 
to create resources and exhibitions that reflect 
modern Britain.



Equi | September 2026

54

Migration is not a temporary challenge to be 
managed, but a permanent and defining feature of 
Britain’s past, present and future. The evidence is 
clear: migrants strengthen the economy, sustain 
essential public services, enrich culture and 
help shape a more dynamic and outward-looking 
nation. Migrants have not only integrated into our 
national institutions, but they have helped improve 
them through the advancement of civil rights and 
justice. Our values of freedom and equality would 
not be what they are without the contributions 
of migrants. Yet the benefits of migration are too 
often overshadowed by misinformation, political 
polarisation and a narrow focus on irregular arrivals.

Policymakers now face a choice. They can allow 
the national conversation to continue drifting 
towards division and fear, or they can lead a new 
narrative - one grounded in facts, fairness, shared 
prosperity and collective responsibility. The launch 
of the social cohesion strategy is a step in the right 
direction. It must now be followed up with a clear 
national action plan that builds on the strategy’s 
strengths and addresses its weaknesses. Next 
steps must be identified in partnership with Britain’s 
diverse communities, co-designed with those most 
affected. Hatred and division must be named and 
rejected clearly. 

This report shows that when migrants and UK-born 
residents work together, the country is far stronger, 
safer and more successful. A cohesive Britain is not 
only possible, but essential. 

Migration: A British
Success Story

The recognition in the government’s social cohesion 
strategy that integration is a “two-way street” is 
to be welcomed. It is in this spirit that we call on 
policymakers to recognise the contributions of 
migrants and acknowledge that their history of 
migration to the UK is one and the same as the 
history of this country. Migration is, and has long 
been, a British success story. The task ahead is 
to ensure that public debate, policy design and 
national identity reflect that truth.
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