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The largest far-right' rally in the history of this country, the Unite the Kingdom

Free Speech Festival, took place in London on 13 September 2025. Over one

year earlier, we had witnessed unprecedented rioting and racist violence in the
context of anti-refugee and anti-Muslim protests in over twenty-seven towns and
cities in England and Northern Ireland. Fast-forward to summer 2025, and another
wave of racist protests. Mostly targeting hotels accommodating asylum seekers,
the protests spread across the United Kingdom, with an attempted pogrom in
Northern Ireland narrowly averted. These protests were orchestrated by the far
Right, which has established footholds in many neighbourhoods.

The most immediate consequence of another summer of far-right-orchestrated
discontent is an escalation in racial harassment and racist attacks. The list of
those threatened or attacked, including children, increases every day. Ongoing
police investigations for hate crimes, including racially and religiously motivated
violence that have occurred since the Unite the Kingdom rally on 13 September
include: an arson attack on a mosque in Peacehaven, East Sussex; in Worcester,
threats to kill and the spraying of an unknown substance on a 1-year-old child and
his father; an arson attack on the Thistle City Barbican hotel in Islington, which
accommodates asylum seekers. In addition to this, the rape of a Sikh woman in
Oldbury, Birmingham a few days before the far-right rally, heightened community
fears, with reports that she was racially abused and told ‘you don’t belong in

this country, get out’. The counter-terrorism police investigation into the deadly
attack motivated by antisemitism on Yom Kippur at the Heaton Park Hebrew
Congregation Synagogue in North Manchester is ongoing. And another Sikh
woman was raped in late October, in neighbouring Walsall, in what police call a
‘racially aggravated attack’.

Like many, we have been shocked by these developments. But we have also taken
heart from organised anti-racist and anti-fascist responses. And more and more

1 We use the term far-right to describe those groups and individuals associated with neo-Nazism and
fascism.
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people are taking action at the neighbourhood level, quickly removing racist graffiti,
and using art and poster initiatives and other creative means to create a positive
environment of solidarity and inclusion in rural areas, towns and cities across the
country.

Following the Unite the Kingdom march, we asked ourselves how the IRR could
assist those people brave enough to take on divisive narratives and campaigns.
We decided that by using our resources (and the regular monitoring service
provided by IRR News) we could provide a much-needed overview of trends, not
just on the far Right, but in terms of the electoral politics, government policies and
international hard-right? movements that are serving to amplify its themes.

Synopsis and main findings

The title of the report Enforcing Britishness: from the ‘numbers game’to far-right
vigilantism captures the relationship between the race to the bottom in parliament

—in terms of policies on border security, immigration controls, and, crucially, on
which party can deport the most — and the tactics of border hunters, Trumpist-
style ‘citizen journalists’ and far-right and racist vigilantes. The body of this report
explains the dynamics implied in the title and the mechanics of racism. In the
meantime, here is a synopsis of our main findings.

US hard-right influence in the UK is increasing.

And we don’t just mean Elon Musk! There has been a shift at the centre of UK
politics towards the hard-right, racist and anti-immigration politics associated with
the global populist Right,® Trumpism, and National Conservatism. The footprints of
the US anti-woke movement can now be traced right across UK politics.

2 We use the term hard-right to denote the cross-over between conservativism, extreme-right and far-
right policies which places politicians outside the centre-Right and more in line with the transnational
nativist politics associated with the Trumpist American Right and the National Conservatism movement,
with financial interconnections too. See P Geoghegan, ‘The “Dark Money linking Donald Trump and
the British right’, Prospect Magazine, 8 November 2024. The term extreme-right is most often used to
describe electoral parties which are to the Right of traditional conservative parties, especially in terms
of willingness to use racist language and rhetoric, though falling short of inciting racism or open violence
against opponents. While they may have their roots in pre-war fascist parties or share some of the traits
of aracist, ultra-nationalist or even a fascist party, the extreme Right tends to work within the democratic
framework, while attempting to subvert it from within.

3  We use the term populist Right to denote an ideology that combines right-wing politics with anti-elitist
sentiments and a claim to be speaking to or for ordinary citizens.
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The organisation, branding and merchandising of the Unite the Kingdom rally
suggests an attempt to create a UK version of Make America Great Again (MAGA).

Reform UK is also messaging around MAGA. The pro-Reform think-tank the Centre
for a Better Britain (CBB) is, according to a document leaked to the Sunday Times,
attempting to raise funds from sources linked to the MAGA movement.

The US trend of anti-woke ‘citizen journalism’ (associated with the rise of Trump)
has come to the UK. It is now embedded in the legacy press and GB News and has
led to attacks on the work of migrant and refugee charities, philanthropic trusts
and foundations, lawyers and judges. These groups and individuals are now being
vilified as part of an ‘open-border industrial complex’ attempting to impose a
‘Marxist vision’ on the UK.

US financial backing for populist right parties and the far Right is flagged
throughout the report. We call for more research and greater investigation of this
worrying tendency, pointing out that sources of revenue are most often shrouded
in secrecy.

Parliament is engaged in a race to the bottom on immigration.

Reform, Conservative and Labour politicians are playing the ‘numbers game’,
echoing the approach of Enoch Powell. And the numbers game has now

moved from how many immigrants we can keep out, to how many we can expel,
sometimes irrespective of theirimmigration status.

The government has capitulated to the hard-right agenda on immigration and the
current government’s onslaught on migrant and refugee rights (which we list) could
be characterised as Reform-lite.

Community safety is being jeopardised.

Populist anti-immigrant rhetoric in parliament has consequences in terms of
the safety of the public. There is a connection between parliament’s race to the
bottom on immigration, the targeting of asylum centres and mosques, and the
establishment of migrant hunters, beach patrols and far-right vigilantes.

The far Right is diversifying its tactics.

The far Right’s campaign Operation Restore the Colours — which seeks to dominate
the debate on patriotism and pride — is part of an attempt to intimidate through
gaining control of spaces and neighbourhoods.
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The far Right has become an industry, with its influencers recognising how efforts
can be monetised. A cottage industry of digital vigilantes and migrant hunters
now acts as viral content creators, with live-streamers at anti-fascist counter-
mobilisations identifying themselves to police as ‘citizen journalists’. Questions
need to be asked of police forces as to why they allow these far-right live-
streamers and influencers to pass through police cordons and provoke protesters.

The far Right today operates by taking over a particular street, a particular neigh-
bourhood, or a particular space (including online spaces, like X), as well as shrink-
ing the political spaces in which civil society organisations can organise and
operate.

The mechanics of racism are changing.
Enforcing Britishness, or Scottishness or Englishness, is a form of bordering -
marking an internal racist frontier, the frontier between ‘us’ and ‘them’.

Once bordering by violence is justified in the name of asserting ‘British values’ or
patriotism and pride’, violence against one racialised group quickly expands to
others.

3

While the Powellites, the hard Right and the populist Right might act according to
their own internal logic and traditions, when taken together, their combined effect
is to shrink the spaces in which NGOs operate, by for instance, forcing CEOs to
protect their staff and clients by securitising their operations and limiting public-
facing encounters.

Contextualising the Unite the Kingdom Free Speech
Festival

On 13 September 2025, over 110,000 people from across the UK responded to a
call by the far-right counter-jihadist* and convicted fraudster, Tommy Robinson

(a pseudonym, his real name being Stephen Yaxley-Lennon)® and gathered in
central London for the Unite the Kingdom Free Speech Festival — an anti-immigrant,
Islamophobic and anti-Palestinian racist spectacle, sponsored by Advance UK,

4 Counter-jihadism is a far-right Islamophobic current that became vocal after September 11 2001. Itis
best viewed as a spectrum, with street fighting forces at one end and cultural conservatives and neo-
conservatives at the other.

5 Tommy Robinson, a former member of the neo-Nazi British National Party, rose to fame in 2009 when, in
the context of the war on terror, he co-founded the English Defence League in Luton. Wikipedia lists his
criminal record as including convictions for violence, financial and immigration fraud, cocaine possession
with intent to supply, and public order offences.



a splinter party from Nigel Farage’s populist anti-immigration Reform UK. By far
the largest far-right rally in the history of the UK, this was a truly sobering moment
for the anti-racist, anti-fascist movement. Yet this apparent welding together

of disparate far-right forces into a powerful social movement was by no means
unexpected.

Ever since the summer 2024 far-right-orchestrated racist riots in England and
Northern Ireland,’” during which hotels accommodating asylum seekers and
mosques were attacked, the far Right has been emboldened and racist violence
normalised.® Things took another bad turn this summer, 2025, with renewed
demonstrations outside asylum accommodation, and to a lesser extent mosques,
but now spreading to more towns and cities across the UK, including in Scotland
and Wales. Most seriously, we witnessed what the Police Service of Northern
Ireland describe as an attempted pogrom in the largely Protestant town of
Ballymena, County Antrim, where families of migrant origin were attacked in their
homes, and an arson attack mounted on a local leisure centre, where families
whose homes had been targeted had been temporarily relocated.

With the exception of the newly-formed Advance UK, the United Kingdom
Independence Party (UKIP) and the Reclaim Party, hard-right politicians® (from
Reform UK and the Conservatives) kept away from Robinson’s rally, where far-
right'® activists from Britain First and the Homeland Party could be spotted

6 Advance UK, which is not yet registered as an electoral party, was formed by Ben Habib, the former
deputy leader of Reform UK who left the party after falling out with Farage and associates. Farage has
consistently steered Reform UK away from any association with Tommy Robinson, which explains why
Elon Musk is so hostile to Farage. Robinson recently joined Advance UK. At the Unite the Kingdom Rally,
on ‘thank you to our sponsors’ LCD screens beamed to protesters, Advance UK was listed as a sponsor,
as was a crypto token created by Just Fomo, a company incorporated three months ago, and V-Social,
which claims to be an X-style social media platform where likes earn crypto tokens. See Observer, 14
September 2025)

7  On29July 2024, 17-year-old Axel Rudakubana brutally murdered three girls, nine-year-old Alice da Silva
Aguiar, six-year-old Bebe King and seven-year-old Elsie Dot Stancombe, and injured several others, at a
dance class in Southport, a Merseyside coastal town, on the northwest coast of England. Immediately,
social media was rife with false claims that the perpetrator (he was given a made-up name) was a ‘Muslim
immigrant’ who had arrived in the UK in a ‘small boat’ and was seeking asylum, none of which was true.
Amongst those speaking to such claims was Tommy Robinson, while Reform UK leader Nigel Farage, in
avideo circulated on X, asked ‘whether the truth is being withheld from us’. The | paper, 31 July 2024;
Guardian, 31 July 2024.

8 Much of the information in this section comes from an ongoing IRR research project on the riots, headed
by Dr Jon Burnett, the results of which will be published in early 2026. The research project looks in more
detail at the racial violence experienced by communities in summer 2024, and how attacks were treated
in the courtroom.

9 Some political analysts prefer to use the term ‘populist Right’ or ‘nationalist populists’. See note 2 above
for our use of the term ‘hard-right’.

10 Seenote .
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mingling with the crowds. But prominent far-right politicians and anti-Muslim
activists from Germany, Poland, France, Belgium, Denmark, the US and the
Netherlands were in attendance, making incendiary contributions from the
platform, as was the tech billionaire and X owner Elon Musk, who appeared via
video link. The 110,000+ crowd cheered as twenty speakers railed against Islam,
called for the ‘remigration of migrants’ and the banning of all public expression of
non-Christian religions, occasionally breaking into chants of ‘Oh, Tommy, Tommy’,
‘We love Trump’ and ‘Send them Back’. A leader of the New Zealand Destiny church

told the assembled crowd, some of whom carried wooden crosses and images

of Christ on flags,  We’ve got to clean our countries up. Get rid of everything that
doesn’t receive Jesus Christ’. And in an under-discussed act of performative
violence (which could be construed as support for ethnic cleansing and genocide),
a flag representing Palestine was ripped apart on the stage by a group of New
Maori Christian converts.

Make Britain Great Again

An informed analysis of the significance and long-term consequences of the Unite
the Kingdom rally, and its symbolic importance to the international hard Right
more generally, is sorely needed, particularly identifying Robinson’s financial and
political backers. Even though it’s clear that huge amounts of money went into
mobilising and staging what was in effect a dramatic spectacle and display of
power, it hasn’t been possible to definitively pinpoint who paid for it. Nevertheless,
the Unite the Kingdom rally was in fact enabled, if not financially, most certainly
ideologically, by the US MAGA world and Turning Point USA (which has received
millions of dollars in funding from private donors, traditional conservatives and
corporate interests)."

Robinson, who was formed politically by the counter-jihadi movement (an
international network of European, Israeli and North American anti-Muslim
politicians, movements and activists, represented at the rally by Belgian MP Filip
Dewinter), is also an ardent supporter of Israel, which Robinson visited in 2016.
And it was after Robinson co-founded the English Defence League (EDL) in 2005

11 The Unite the Kingdom festival came shortly after the killing in Utah of Turning Point USA’s founder Charlie
Kirk and was billed as a tribute to him. John Simpson, in the Observer, claims that support from the US
tech billionaire Robert Shillman, a former board member of the Friends of the Israeli Defense Forces who
also works with the David Horowitz Freedom Center, is a point of linkage between Tommy Robinson and
TPUSA. While a Turning Point UK group exists in the UK-when formed in 2019 it was backed by wealthy
Brexiteers and some Conservatives — it has not repeated the large-scale success of Turning Point USA.
See also note 18.
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that Israeli flags came to be more regularly sported at demonstrations, with those
campaigning for Palestinian rights coming under attack from far-right street thugs.
Most recently, following the October 2025 terrorist attack by a British citizen of
Syrian descent on a North Manchester synagogue that left two dead, the Israeli
minister for diaspora affairs and combating antisemitism, Amichai Chikli, officially
invited Robinson to visit Israel, describing him as a ‘courageous leader on the
front line against radical Islam’ and a true friend of Israel.’ Robinson accepted
the invitation and, according to the Jerusalem Post, his visit was set to include
the West Bank, the Gaza border communities, Jerusalem, Yad Vashem, and

the Jabotinsky Institute, which contains the archives of the fascist-influenced
revisionist Zionist Ze’ev Jabotinsky.

Powellite pretenders and the Faragisation of British
politics

But, for the moment, at least, the kingmaker in parliament is not Tommy Robinson
(whose history of violence and arrest makes him an electoral liability), but Nigel
Farage, leader of Reform UK. Farage’s anti-immigrant and anti-Islam politics
draws on the British tradition of institutionalising the ‘numbers game’ (how many
immigrants are coming in, how many dependants are coming, how fast are they
breeding, etc.) associated with Enoch Powell, the Conservative MP and later Ulster
Unionist MP for South Down in Northern Ireland, who in 1968 gained notoriety
after his inflammatory anti-immigrant ’Rivers of Blood’ speech, in which he warned
that ‘alien hordes’ were taking over the country — for which he was dismissed from
the Conservative shadow cabinet. Farage has benefited from what Jenny Bourne
warned, as long ago as 2008 (on the fortieth anniversary of Powell’s speech),
amounted to a concerted attempt by elected politicians and media pundits to_
rehabilitate Powell as an authoritative political figure and certainly not a racist.
Farage makes no secret of his admiration for Powell and for a while seemed to
be his natural heir. Yet, having succeeded in shifting the centre of British politics to
Powellite ground on questions of immigration and Islam (for Powell’s ‘alien hordes’
getting ‘the upper hand’ substitute Muslims who do not share British values),
Farage now risks being upstaged - not just by Tommy Robinson, with whom he
shares a mutual antipathy, on his far-right flank, but also by politicians of the so-
called centre-Right and centre-Left (these signifiers in British political circles are
increasingly meaningless).

12 The invitation was condemned by the Board of Deputies of British Jews and the Jewish Leadership Council.
See Independent, 4 October 2025; Guardian, 5 October 2025.
13 Jenny Bourne, ‘The beatification of Enoch Powell’, Race & Class, Volume 49, No 4, 2008, pp.83-95.
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Emerging from the dark depths of Conservative party theatrical staging come
pretenders to the Powellite throne such as former home secretary Suella
Braverman, who recently addressed an anti-asylum rally in her Hampshire
constituency backed by Turning Point UK. But the Braverman brand is nothing
compared with that of Robert Jenrick, MP for Newark, Nottinghamshire and
Conservative shadow justice secretary. Jenrick apes Farage (and arguably
surpasses him) in his use of video clips posted on social media to spread anti-
immigrant messages. A recent attack, viewed over 2 million times is against
lawyers and immigration judges ‘linked to open border charities’, who are, he
asserts, part of a ‘deep rot’ and ‘should have no place in our justice system’.

Reform UK, Trump and National Conservatism

But to understand the power struggles within Conservatism (and Farage started

his political life as a Conservative activist, resigning from the party in 1992 over the
Maastricht Treaty), we need first to analyse the results of the 2024 general election
which delivered a landslide victory for Labour, with the Conservative share of the
vote plummeting 20 percentage points to the lowest in the party’s history. It was
Reform UK, under the leadership of the Brexiteer Nigel Farage, that was the main
beneficiary of the routing of the Conservatives, securing 14.3 per cent of the vote,
which translated at that time into five parliamentary seats.' Since then, thanks
partly to a strong showing in the March 2025 local and regional elections,® but also
benefiting substantially from the disproportionate prominence given to the party by
the mainstream media (particularly the BBC, which has been criticised for failing
to scrutinise its policies),' Reform UK is outstripping the Conservatives in opinion
polls. Despite internal squabbles, splits and corruption scandals it still has

five MPs in England, one elected representative to the Scottish parliament, one
Senedd representative in Wales and one elected member of the London Assembly.
(It acquired a second London Assembly member through defection from the
Conservatives.) But with 915 elected local councillors (at the last count) across

14 One of these MPs, Rupert Lowe, MP for Great Yarmouth, was suspended from Reform UK in March 2025.
He now sits as an independent and has launched the rival organisation Restore Britain, which calls for
the deportation of allillegal immigrants, the protection of British culture and the restoration of ‘Christian
principles’.

15 Reform UK came firstin local elections in March 2025, taking control of ten local authorities and two
mayoralties. They hold twelve local authorities at the time of writing.

16 A study by Cardiff University found that despite having just four MPs, the party featured in a quarter of all
BBC bulletins between January and July 2025, and was referenced in just under a fifth of ITV News At Ten
bulletins. The leader of the Liberal Democrats (which has 72 MPs) has accused the BBC of breaching its
rules of due impartiality because of the prominent airtime allocated to Reform UK. Cardiff University,
Researching the impartiality of political news, 11 September 2025.


https://bylinetimes.com/2025/08/21/the-reform-and-conservative-politicians-mingling-with-neo-nazis-and-fascists-at-asylum-hotel-protests/
https://www.facebook.com/TPointUK/videos/suella-braverman-mp-makes-history-as-the-first-mp-to-speak-at-an-anti-migrant-ho/1316227656805715/
https://x.com/RobertJenrick/status/1975461261027803401
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/cqjexze7444o
https://www.enhancingimpartiality.com/blog/party-political-coverage

the UK and direct control of twelve local authorities, its current strength is at the
regional and local level, where it is attempting to intimidate progressives on race
and environmental issues with the threat of US-Trump-style DOGE (Department of
Government Efficiency) units. It should be remembered, though, that Reform UK-
led local authorities can be unstable, incompetent and riven with infighting and
power struggles.®

Reform UK is the second political party Farage has led since he left the
Conservatives and founded the Eurosceptic UKIP in 1993. UKIP’s inflammatory
messaging in its June 2016 EU referendum poster (featuring a queue of migrants
and refugees under the slogan ‘Breaking Point’ ) may well have contributed to the
hostile climate leading up to the murder of the British Labour MP Jo Cox.' Farage
stood down as leader of UKIP in 2016, saying his ‘political ambition’ (of the UK
leaving the EU) had been achieved. But he was soon back again, co-founding the
Brexit party, campaigning for a ‘no-deal Brexit’in 2018 — the name of the party was
officially changed to Reform UK in January 2021.2° Farage, who is attempting to
import a version of the MAGA brand into the UK,?" now dominates British politics,
with the Conservatives and Labour pivoting around his every move, ensuring the
perpetual playing out of the Powellite ‘numbers game’ in public discourse.

But despite his media dominance, it would be wrong to assume that the rot at
the heart of parliamentis simply the result of the influence of one man. Trump

17 Open Council Data gives a figure of 921, but there have been 32 resignations since May 2025, according
to Lib Dem peer and political polling expert Mark Pack, so it is not easy to give precise current numbers.

18 Since the May local elections, at least 15 Reform councillors have been suspended, expelled or quit,
with at least four facing criminal investigation. Josiah Mortimer, ‘Sacked, Expelled, or in the Dock: All the
Reform UK Councillors Nigel Farage has lost in just four months’, Byline Times, 2 September 2025. See
also Mark Pack, note 17 above.

19 UKIP has since morphed, under the leadership of personal trainer Nick Tenconi—who is also COO of
Turning Point UK - into a far-right party, organising street protests and mass deportation rallies. Turning
Point UK was instrumental in organising protests in 2023 outside a pub in south London hosting drag
queen story time sessions.

20 After the Conservatives were elected in the 2019 general election on a hard Brexit programme, the Brexit
Party applied to the Electoral Commission to change its name, stating its new intended aims were to
campaign for changes to the voting system, the House of Lords, the BBC and other institutions. According
to Richard Hayton, this signposted the evolution of Farage’s various parties from a Eurosceptic party into
a “fully-fledged right-wing populist party, unbound from its single-issue past’. Richard Hayton, ‘To conserve
or to reform? The reshaping of the right in British politics’, British Politics, 6 June 2025.

21 According to Byline Times, Reform’s annual conference was filled with senior advisers to the Trump
administration, and it is clear that ‘Trump’s MAGA movement has become a growing source of influence
over, and inspiration for Reform UK’. Although UK election law, with a few exceptions, prohibits foreign
donations to political parties, making Reform dependent on a handful of rich benefactors, a pro-Reform
think tank called the Centre for a Better Britain (CBB) is, according to a leaked document published by the
Sunday Times, seeking to raise £25 million before the next election, including from sources linked to the
MAGA movement. See Peter Geoghegan, Short Cuts, London Review of Books, 25 September 2025.
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acolyte Farage is merely a symptom of the shift at the centre of UK politics
towards the hard-right anti-immigration politics associated with the global rise

of the populist Right?? as well as National Conservatism. NatCon is a hard-right
‘anti-woke’ international alliance dominated by the Republicans in the US, which
opposes ‘cultural Marxism’, ‘critical race theory’, ‘woke ideology’ and left-wing
cultural hegemony as threats to western civilisation and ‘faith, flag and family’.®
But here again, the rot goes deeper, as mimicking Trumpism or attempting to
import National Conservatism are not the only ways that the UK has become more
tied to, and more like, the US. Since Brexit, there has been a deeper structural
economic and political shift, which ties the UK and its defence systems as a junior
partnerin a ‘crumbling US-led imperial system’ to the Israeli genocide in Palestine,
and, according to John Narayan, ‘mortgages Britain’s future to US capital’.?* This
geopolitical, economic (and anti-democratic) shift can be withessed in many
actions of Sir Keir Starmer’s Labour government.

The race to the bottom

Since Reform’s gains in the May 2025 local elections, the race to the bottom

on immigration (as well as on human rights, including the right to protest)

has intensified. Even though the next general election is not due till 2029,
parliamentarians, anxious that Reform gains mean they might lose their seats,

are in permanent electioneering mode. Not a day seems to pass without some
government announcement about how to ‘take back control’ of borders, increase
deportations and ‘stop the boats’ by ‘smashing the gangs’?® A government White
Paper (Restoring Control Over the Immigration System) published in May 2025
promised to cut down on net migration and blamed immigrants for overstretching
public services. Unveiling the new strategy, which was welcomed by Farage as an
example of ‘learning’ from Reform UK, Sir Keir Starmer even made his own attempt
to assume Powell’s mantle, delivering a speech in which he said that the country
risked becoming an ‘island of strangers’ unless we curbed immigration. (Months

22 See John Bloomfield and David Edgar, The Little Black Book of the Populist Right, Byline Books, 2024.

23 For Farage’s involvement in the NatCon movement, see Karam Bales, ‘The Orbanisation of British politics:
Farage and Braverman Headline with Hungarian Prime Minister at National Conservatism Conference’,
Byline Times, 9 April 2024. For his recent attack, utilising anti-woke vocabulary, on the ‘Marxist-controlled’
education systems and teachers who are ‘poisoning our kids’ by telling them black children are victims
and white children oppressors, and his links to the private Christian Hillsdale College in Michigan, US, see
Guardian, 9 October 2025 and Anne Nelson, Shadow Network: Media, Money, and the Secret Hub of the
Radical Right, Bloomsbury, 2019.

24 John Narayan, ‘Racism changes in order that capital might survive: Black Power, the EEC and post-Brexit
immigration’, forthcoming.

25 Gholam Khiabany and Milly Williamson, ‘From “Stop the Boats” to “Smash the Gangs”: migration and
securitisation in contemporary capitalism’, Race & Class, Vol 67, No 1, July-September 2025.
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later, Starmer, rather unconvincingly, apologised, claiming that neither he nor

his speechwriters were aware of the resonance with Powell’s notorious ‘Rivers of
Blood’ speech.) Labour again gave the ball away to Reform UK, this time on the
issue of deportations: Reform launched Operation Restoring Justice, promising to
introduce the lllegal Migration (Mass Deportations Bill) if it wins the next election
and to deport some 600,000 migrants. Not to be outdone, Conservative leader
Kemi Badenoch responded with a promise to abolish the Immigration Tribunal
(which hears challenges to failed asylum claims), and remove, under a Trump-style
deportation plan, ‘750,000 illegal immigrants’ within five years, promising that
‘They’ll go back to where they came from’. Then, in a further attempt at upstaging,
MP Katie Lam, a shadow Home Office minister and rising star of the Right, argued
that large numbers of legally settled families must be deported, in order to ensure
that the UK is ‘mostly culturally coherent’.

Recent research has shown that Labour ‘messaging on deportations’ actually
strengthens the importance of this issue in the minds of the electorate while
simultaneously strengthening Reform. But leaving the arguments of electoral
analysis to one side, it cannot be stated often enough that the Powellite politics

of one-upmanship has consequences. People from minority backgrounds are
increasingly frightened, not only about what lies ahead after the next general
election, but also what is happening today, in parliament and on the streets, where
the colour of your skin, irrespective of your immigration status, is what marks you
out as a potential ‘illegal immigrant’. While the commentariat endlessly worries
over a possible Reform UK government taking power, we already have a Reform-lite
version of government being enacted by Labour. The current onslaught on migrants
and asylum seekers’ rights includes:

)

B A Bill which provides for further criminalisation of people seeking asylum
through the creation of new criminal offences, data sharing and the creation of
a new Border Security Commander;

B Stricter controls on work visas, including closing social care visas from
overseas, raising salary requirements, doubling the qualifying period for
settlement from five to ten years, and limiting post-study work rights for
international students;?®

B A new rule which requires immigrants applying for skilled work visas to pass an
A level equivalent standard in speaking, listening, reading and writing in English;

26 See Changes to UK visa and settlement rules after the 2025 immigration white paper, HC Library
Research Briefing, 14 October 2025.
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B Proposed conditionalities and restrictions imposed on migrants seeking
Indefinite Leave to Remain, including deportation for those who are not in work
or fail to otherwise qualify under the new regime;?’

B Proposed new restrictions on resettlement and family union rights for refugees;

B L egislation to allow the justice secretary to veto Sentencing Council guidelines,
introduced in the Sentencing Bill following a row over guidelines which the
government said unfairly privileged ethnic minority offenders;

B The backing of the home secretary for changes to police guidelines to allow for
the release of information on ethnic and migration status in high-profile cases;

B A national crackdown on illegal working.

The ‘illegal working’ crackdown includes a nationwide blitz on delivery drivers, a
programme that is grist to the mill of Turning Point UK, which has called for a
boycott of food delivery companies and is selling stickers, ‘Don’t fund Illegals.
Don’t fund our Replacement’. All of this brings to mind Sivanandan’s famous
dictum that ‘What Enoch Powell says today, the Conservatives say tomorrow, and
Labour legislates on the day after’.

Enforcing Britishness

Populist anti-immigrant rhetoric in parliament has consequences in terms of the
safety of the public. Just as Powell gave a boost to the National Front and helped
usher in an era of ‘P***-bashing’, there is a connection between parliament’s

race to the bottom on immigration, the establishment of racist vigilantes, migrant
hunters and beach patrols, seeking to intimidate through gaining control of spaces
and neighbourhoods, and today’s weekly protests outside asylum centres and
mosques. We effectively have a new border, not necessarily physical but born out
of aracial relationship, i.e., the frontier between ‘us’ and ‘them’. Once bordering by
violence is justified in the name of asserting ‘British values’ or celebrating a ‘tidal
wave of patriotism’ (as Robinson puts it), violence against one racialised group
quickly expands to others. Indeed, anyone identified as un-British whether by race,
religion, sexual orientation or other markers of difference, is fair game.

Overseas care workers, travelling alone to care for the elderly and the disabled,
and foster carers whose ethnicity differs from the children they care for, are the
latest groups to be marked out for harassment. The National Care Association
advises care workers to travel in mixed groups and carry panic alarms, linking

27 These were proposed following Reform UK’s proposal to abolish Indefinite Leave to Remain: BBC News,
28 September 2025.
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their experiences of racial abuse (including being spat at) to the toxic impact of the
immigration debate.

It was in the run-up to the Brexit vote that members of far-Right parties such as
Britain First started the trend of filming themselves entering hotels, accosting
asylum seekers to accuse them of wasting taxpayers’ money, and posting the
videos online. By 2022, the activities of ‘migrant hunters’, or ‘migrant auditors’,
as they now like to be called, were becoming more commonplace, particularly
on Britain’s south coast, where they were harassing residents and employees.
‘Beach patrols’ have also been monitoring and attempting to prevent people
seeking asylum from disembarking on British beaches. Following the resurgence
of anti-asylum protests in summer 2025 outside hotels accommodating asylum
seekers, racial violence, harassment and online threats have skyrocketed, with
no racialised community — or group that supports them — unaffected. This
climate of racial intimidation has also been boosted by the flag-flying campaigns
(the festooning of lampposts with Union Jacks or the English flag, the painting

of St George’s crosses on roundabouts, for instance) which were launched in
August 2025 in towns and cities across England (a similar movement to raise the
saltire has taken place in Scottish cities such as Aberdeenshire and Falkirk).
Despite strong assertions from members of the public involved in flag-flying
campaigns that they were not motivated by racism but by patriotism, the far
Right’s manipulation of this assertion of patriotic pride was soon apparent. The
organisational force behind Operation Raise the Colours, according to Hope Not
Hate, is the far Right, with the campaign’s co-founder and key organiser a former
member of the EDL leadership’s bodyguard team.

Whatever the motivations of individual flag-flyers, the facts on the ground
demonstrate quite clearly the racist impact of a movement to restore patriotism
and pride. First came a report of a Muslim woman wearing the hijab being
racially abused by a white man painting the St George’s flag on a building in
Basildon, Essex, and Islamic centres daubed with the English flag, with the words
‘This is England’, and ‘Christ is King’ painted on the South Essex Islamic Centre.
Businesses run by ethnic minorities were also graffitied. Residents in Faversham
Kent, objecting to flag displays were abused and threatened by far-right activists
who filmed them for social media channels. A church in Bournemouth that had
welcomed refugees and hosted anti-racist meetings also had a St George’s Flag
daubed on its wooden doors. Council workers tasked with taking down flags which
could endanger public safety were threatened and abused.

The underlying message is clear. Enforcing Britishness, or Scottishness or
Englishness, is a new form of bordering — marking an internal racist frontier.
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It would seem that the far Right is asserting control and dominance over
neighbourhoods, identifying the unpatriotic enemy within those communities,
and targeting those deemed unpatriotic, on account of race or religious identity,
including the Christian humanitarian tradition.

What Robinson in particular has established through his forays into content
creation, is a model for others which suggests that anti-immigrant and
Islamophobic rhetoric pays dividends. Venting your anger against asylum seekers
by intimidating them in their hotel accommodation does not just make you feel
powerful, it can be profitable too, particularly if you make content subscription-
only. What has taken root across the UK is the monetisation of fascism, with a
veritable ‘cottage industry’ of digital vigilantes and migrant hunters acting as viral
content creators who cash in on protests targeting migrants, including at the Unite
the Kingdom rally, where the events were live-streamed by at least fifty content
creators.

Itis an industry that offers not only the prospect of monetary reward but also
popularity and notoriety. When it comes to the live-streaming of far-right
gatherings outside asylum accommodation, as well as the filming of counter-
mobilisations against the far Right, we have learned that is not uncommon today
for live-streamers, hungry for content, to identify themselves to police as ‘citizen
journalists’. This allows them, under the guise of reporting, to pass through police
cordons and gain greater proximity to anti-fascist counter-protesters. In this

way, those protesting the presence of the far Right find themselves subject to
exposure via the use of high-tech equipment — cameras, microphones, and even
on occasion drones. Far-right content creators live-streaming from the anti-fascist
side of a mobilisation also adopt a confrontational style, as provoking protesters
creates drama and greater engagement with their content.

In fact, the latest round of bordering has served to embed a handful of ‘citizen
journalists’ into the mainstream. These are individuals with links to GB News, the
right-wing legacy media as well as, in some cases, particular MPs’ research teams.
These Trumpist-style ‘grifters’ draw on claims made by the populist Right that
‘immigration is promoted by sinister international forces for their own secret ends’?®
to target the migrant and refugee NGO sector, charities, philanthropic trusts and
foundations, lawyers and judges. These are collectively characterised as part of a
liberal elite and an ‘open-border industrial complex’ with a ‘Marxist vision’ to turn
the UK into a ‘country of freebies’ populated by male economic migrants of military

28 Jon Bloomfield and David Edgar, The Little Black Book of the Populist Right, Byline Books, 2024.
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age who threaten the safety of women and children. These ‘citizen journalists’
argue that it’s time to move from ‘smash the gangs’ to ‘smash the charities’.

Today, harassment against the rights-based voluntary sector has escalated
dramatically, with some migration and refugee NGOS installing safe rooms
and relocating amidst far-right threats to rape and kill staff, verbal and physical
abuse of beneficiaries on the street, attempted break-ins to charity-owned
accommodation, and damage to offices and vandalism, including anti-migrant
and racist graffiti.

The kingdom that Robinson seeks to unite is turning into the realm of ‘us and them),
with Black and Brown people, migrants and refugees, anti-racist, pro-Palestinian
and environmental social movements, and the NGO migrant and refugee rights
sector as a whole, facing daily threats. Taken together, the Powellites, the hard
Right and the far Right are working to shrink the spaces in which NGOs operate, by
forcing CEOs, for instance, to protect their staff and clients by securitising their
operations and limiting public-facing encounters.

The anti-fascist ecosystem and ‘everyday anti-
racism’

The far Right operates by taking over a particular street, a particular neighbourhood,
or a particular space (including online spaces, like X), as well as shrinking the
political spaces in which civil society organisations can operate.?® But there are
growing signs that more and more people now recognise that the far Rightis a
threat to the inclusivity and safety of community. Protecting community spaces
and neighbourhood environments from the harms created by the far Right first
takes the form of anti-racist, anti-fascist organising. It’s a positive sign that the
numbers attending counter-protests have increased since the Unite the Kingdom
rally. Established monitoring groups, such as SARI in Bristol and the Monitoring
Group in London, researchers on the far Right (at Hope Not Hate, Searchlight
and Red Flare) and anti-racist news services like IRR News, as well as its Register
of Racism and Resistance, provide additional nodes to boost the anti-racist, anti-
fascist ecosystem. To this can be added new monitoring groups like RADAR and
the Islamophobia Response Unit. But the final element of a renewed community-
based anti-racism is made up of ‘ordinary’ people who, as one put it, are fed up

of having ‘someone else’s view of patriotism’ and an ‘enforced celebration of
“Englishness” ‘rammed down my throat’. As communities mobilise creatively to

29 Transnational Institute, On ‘shrinking space’: A framing paper’, TNI, April 2017.
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spread a message of inclusivity, there is evidence that Operation Restore the Colours, as
well as the anti-migrant patrols that attempt to enforce Britishness, are backfiring. Instead
of capturing spaces, they are compelling local people, often using art and poster initiatives,
and other creative means, to claim them back!

What all this denotes is the creation at the local level of a kind of ‘everyday anti-racism’
with ordinary people mobilising in rural areas, town and cities, both online and offline, in
recognition that solidarity is strength and neighbourhoods belong to all of us.
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