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The “hostile environment”, references to the “swarms” and an “invasion of illegal migrants”, and
a “stop the boats” campaign with threats of deportation to Rwanda.'? These are just a few of the
ways that recent UK governments have worked to demonise and dehumanise migrants. Across
the UK and Europe we have seen a rise in populist politics that scapegoats migrants and
propagates racist, xenophobic and Islamophobic sentiment,? paving the way for the riots we are
seeing across the UK.

Following the tragic murder of three children by a UK national, and fuelled by false rumours that
the assailant was a Muslim migrant, far-right rioters broke into hotels housing asylum seekers,
targeted immigration lawyers, and terrorised Muslims and other minoritised communities.® The
riots are the culmination of over a decade of dehumanising rhetoric and government policies
such as the hostile environment which was a set of measures with the aim of identifying and
reducing the number of immigrants in the UK with no right to remain.* Amongst other measures,
this included restrictions to free healthcare leading to the denial of care and delayed care.*
According to the UN Rapporteur on racism, the hostile environment goes beyond irregular
migrants and has a broader impact on racial and ethnic minority individuals in the UK.®
Experiencing racism and xenophobia at different levels, from structural to individual, are
profound determinants of health® that will likely have lasting health impacts on the affected
communities.

The Global Compacts for Safe, Orderly and Regular Migration and on Refugees, which the UK
has endorsed, highlighted the need to “eliminate all forms of discrimination and promote
evidence-based public discourse to shape perceptions of migration” and stressed the
importance of “combating discrimination”.” Similarly, the 2018 UCL-Lancet commission on
Migration and Health emphasised the need for a zero-tolerance approach to confronting racism
and prejudice as a way to support migrants and protect their health.” It is therefore imperative
that whilst the UK government firefights the current unrest on the UK’s streets, it also takes a
deep introspective look into the policies, rhetoric and the political environment that have led us
to this situation. We need considerable reparative work to fix deeper issues of racism,
xenophobia and Islamophobia in our structures of power, institutions and communities.
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