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Introduction 
In the summer of 2024, the United Kingdom witnessed a series of violent anti-immigration riots that focused particularly on asylum seekers. These events, fuelled by a combination of political, economic, and social tensions, have sparked widespread debates about immigration policies, national identity, and social cohesion. The riots, which involved attacks on asylum seekers and their accommodation facilities, represent a disturbing manifestation of the growing hostility toward immigration in the UK (Downs, 2024). This essay will critically evaluate the underlying causes of these riots, including the role of political rhetoric, media portrayal of migrants, and economic anxieties. 

Additionally, it will examine the social and psychological impacts of the violence on both the victims and the wider community, as well as the response of the government, police officers, and civil society. This essay aims to provide a simple understanding of the complex factors contributing to these events, and to assess the effectiveness of the measures taken to address the root causes and consequences of the unrest.

Background surrounding the riots
On the 29th of July 2024, a teenager entered a dance studio in Southport and stabbed 11 children, three of whom he killed and has now been jailed for life and will serve a minimum of 52 years before he can be considered for release (Crown Prosecution Service, 2025) (CPS).

According to Bayley (2024) widespread misinformation and speculation on social media about the identity of the suspect in the Southport stabbings significantly contributed to public panic and far-right mobilisation. In the aftermath of the attack, which tragically resulted in the deaths of three girls, numerous false claims circulated online, including statements that the suspect was an asylum seeker, an illegal immigrant, or of foreign origin—none of which were confirmed by police at the time. Despite Merseyside Police explicitly asking the public not to share speculation while investigations were ongoing, these unverified claims spread rapidly across platforms like Facebook, X (formerly Twitter), and TikTok.

Furthermore Venkataramakrishnan (2025) wrote that the misinformation circling online regarding the attack amplified anti-immigrant sentiment and directly fuelled real-world consequences, including riots, violent protests, and attacks on hotels housing asylum seekers in places like Rotherham and Tamworth. Far-right groups exploited the situation, using the tragedy to advance a broader anti-immigration agenda, despite having no factual basis for their claims. 

Causes of the Anti-Immigration Riots 
Between the 30th of July and the 7th of August 2024, around 29 anti-immigration riots took place across 27 towns and cities in the UK with many of the riots turning violent, with participants attacking mosques and hotels housing asylum seekers. As of the 30th of August 2024 1,280 people had been arrested for their involvement, with 796 people charged (Downs, 2024). Some factors that may have contributed to the resentment towards immigrants and asylum seekers include economical factors, political factors, and the impact of Brexit.
Economic factors 
According to Louis et al. (2007) economic factors contribute significantly to the resentment British nationals feel toward immigrants and asylum seekers. Many native citizens, particularly those in low-skilled or economically unreliable positions, fear that newcomers will compete for jobs and the natives will be left with even fewer opportunities than they previously had. 

Additionally, Bhatia and Wallace (2007) wrote that immigrants and asylum seekers are frequently perceived as straining public services such as healthcare, education, and welfare systems—especially when those services are already under immense pressure. These concerns are not always based on actual economic impact but are often driven by perceived unfairness, with locals believing that immigrants receive benefits they do not deserve (benefits that feel they believe they deserve more). In times of economic hardship, immigrants can also become scapegoats, blamed for broader systemic issues like wage recession or cuts in public spending. This economic anxiety may also heighten cultural tensions, as financially insecure individuals often view immigrants as both economic and cultural threats. Research supports these dynamics, showing that perceived economic threats play a significant role in shaping public hostility toward immigration (Bhatia and Wallace, 2007).

Political factors and media influence 
Boomgaarden and Vliegenthart (2007) wrote that media and political figures have played a significant role in amplifying anti-immigrant sentiment by shaping public narratives and influencing beliefs. Politicians, particularly from populist or nationalist parties, often frame immigrants and asylum seekers as threats to national security, cultural identity, or economic stability, using fear-based messaging to gain support. 
These narratives are frequently echoed and reinforced by media outlets, especially those with fanatic agendas, which may highlight crimes committed by immigrants or overstate the economic burden they impose. 

Sensationalist reporting and selective coverage can warp the public’s understanding, making immigration appear more problematic than it is. This combination of political rhetoric and media framing fosters a climate of suspicion and hostility, contributing to the normalisation of prejudice attitudes. Over time, repeated exposure to these messages can establish stereotypes and reduce public empathy for migrants, regardless of their actual impact or intentions (Boomgaarden and Vliegenthart, 2007).

According to Brent (2021) a 2023 study by the Refugee Journalism Project revealed that UK news broadcasts often marginalize the voices of refugees, migrants, and asylum seekers. Specifically, 64% of news reports on these groups did not include any of their perspectives, while 33% portrayed them as threats, despite only 10% containing threatening imagery. Furthermore, 94% of the coverage focused solely on "hard news" topics like terrorism, crime, the economy, and Brexit, neglecting more humanising or positive representations. Many refugees and migrants surveyed felt that news broadcasts were misleading or incomplete, and those who had shared their stories with the media often reported that their experiences were misrepresented or not given adequate attention.

Impact of Brexit
According to Creighton and Jamal (2020) Brexit has significantly influenced public sentiment toward immigration and the treatment of asylum seekers in the UK, leading to stricter policies and a more hostile public debate. The end of freedom of movement with the EU allowed the UK government to implement a points-based immigration system that prioritises high-skilled migrants while limiting routes for lower-skilled workers and asylum seekers. During the Brexit campaign, immigration became a key topic of discussion, with many people focusing on the idea of limiting immigration. 

The slogan "Take Back Control" was used by those supporting Brexit, suggesting that leaving the EU would allow the UK to regain control over its borders and immigration policies. In the years following the vote, this has contributed to a rise in nationalist framing, portraying asylum seekers as threats to British identity and resources. Overall, Brexit has not only reshaped immigration policy but also deepened public and political hostility toward migrants and asylum seekers (Creighton and Jamal, 2020).

Impacts of the Riots on Asylum Seekers 
According to Taylor (2025) the 2024 riots in the UK, were ignited by the tragic murder of three girls in Southport, which then led to widespread unrest, with far-right groups targeting asylum seeker accommodations. Protesters vandalised hotels housing asylum seekers in towns like Rotherham and Tamworth, throwing projectiles, setting fires, and clashing with police (Tanno et al., 2024).

These attacks instilled fear among asylum seekers, many of whom were already vulnerable due to their traumatic pasts. Reports indicate that some individuals had to extinguish fires themselves and were left stranded without clear evacuation plans (Taylor, 2025).

Taylor (2025) also reported that the Mental Health Foundation reported a significant deterioration in the mental health of asylum seekers during the riots. Many felt unsafe, with some choosing to stay indoors for extended periods due to the presence of far-right protests and the spread of online hate. Charities like the Action Foundation highlighted that refugees felt "hunted" and "scared," with incidents of racial abuse and physical assaults reported in areas like Sunderland and Hartlepool.


The 2024 UK riots, particularly those targeting asylum seeker accommodations, had a profound impact on public views, contributing to marginalisation of asylum seekers. The widespread media coverage of violent protests, arson attacks, and clashes with police—often linked with the presence of asylum seekers—may have reinforced negative stereotypes portraying them as sources of social unrest or danger, even when they were the victims (Tanno et al., 2024).

Far-right groups exploited the public's fear and uncertainty following the Southport tragedy to spread misinformation and hate, framing asylum seekers as threats rather than vulnerable individuals seeking protection (Godshaw and Singleton,2025). A study by Godshaw and Singleton (2025) argues that the riots were not merely a reaction to immigration policy but were fuelled by a history of political neglect and the active legitimisation of hostility towards migration by the government. 

Ramachandran (2024) stated that as a result, asylum seekers were not only physically endangered but also deemed as outsiders, contributing to a broader environment of exclusion. Reports of them being left behind during evacuations or forced to extinguish fires themselves reinforced the beliefs that their lives were less valued. For the wider public, especially those already concerned about immigration, these events may have deepened mistrust and social division. This shift in beliefs risks hardening attitudes, reducing support for humane asylum policies, and increasing the likelihood of policies focused more on deterrence than protection. In the long term, the riots may have normalised more extreme anti-immigration views and further isolated asylum seekers from the communities they hope to join (Ramachandran, 2024).

Responses to the Riots 
The government's response was widely criticised. Despite prior knowledge of planned far-right protests, authorities failed to implement adequate protective measures for asylum seekers. In some cases, hotel staff were evacuated before asylum seekers, leaving them vulnerable during the attacks. This lack of preparedness and the subsequent trauma have prompted calls for better accommodation practices and stronger safeguards for those seeking refuge in the UK (Taylor, 2024)

According to HMICFRS (2024a) (His Majesty’s Inspectorate of Constabulary and Fire & Rescue Services) following the tragic Southport stabbings widespread unrest and violent disorder erupted across the UK, leading to the largest mobilisation of public order public safety (POPS) officers since the 2011 riots. The National Police Chiefs’ Council (NPCC) activated Operation Navette on August 5, deploying over 6,600 officers on August 10th  alone. Intelligence assessments failed to predict the rising tide of violence, and the national mobilisation plan was activated too late, missing opportunities to deter potential offenders and deploy resources more effectively.

Despite this extensive response, a report by HMICFRS (2024b) revealed that police forces were unprepared for the scale and speed of the violence. Recommendations include improving intelligence gathering, earlier activation of national mobilisation plans, and better preparation for future instances of violent disorder. The disorder was exacerbated by misinformation spread via social media, which fuelled far-right activism and incited further violence. The report highlighted that, while officers displayed exceptional bravery, the lack of timely intelligence and delayed mobilisation hindered the initial response to the unrest (HMICFRS, 2019B). 

Suggestions for future policy
To better address the issues surrounding asylum seekers and prevent similar riots in the future the government should invest in clear, transparent, and humane asylum processes that both uphold international obligations and counteract the narrative of asylum seekers as threats or burdens. A study by Vestergaard (2020) highlights how media framing and public views of asylum seekers are influenced by political discourse and media narratives. The research highlights the importance of transparent and humane asylum processes to counteract negative stereotypes and promote public understanding. 

Additionally research from The University of Birmingham (2025) examines how media, politicians, and civil society shape public debate on irregular migration. The study emphasises the need for balanced media representation and the role of civil society in providing accurate information to combat misinformation. The spread of false claims on social media played a significant role in igniting the 2024 riots. Implementing stricter rules around misinformation, alongside public information campaigns, can help correct false narratives and build empathy.

Conclusion
In conclusion, the 2024 anti-immigration riots in the UK marked a deeply troubling episode of civil unrest, driven by a volatile combination of misinformation, long-standing political dictation, and social tensions surrounding immigration. Rooted in false claims about asylum seekers’ involvement in a violent crime, the riots exposed how easily fear and prejudice can be weaponised, particularly when amplified by far-right groups and unregulated online platforms. The consequences were severe—not only in terms of physical attacks on asylum seeker accommodations, but also in the lasting psychological and social damage inflicted on already vulnerable communities. Public beliefs of asylum seekers became increasingly polarised, with negative stereotypes reinforced and compassion further eroded. Although police and government responses were eventually mobilised, official reports have since criticised the lack of preparedness and timely intelligence, suggesting that early intervention could have mitigated the scale of the violence. Moving forward, addressing the root causes of such unrest—including the role of political discourse, media narratives, and systemic marginalisation—is essential to rebuilding trust, ensuring safety, and upholding the UK’s obligations to those seeking refuge. 
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