Immigration reshapes Oldham’s demographic and economic landscape amid mixed local views
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Oldham has been significantly transformed by immigration, shaping its demographic and cultural landscape in recent years. Between the 2011 and 2021 censuses, the town experienced a population increase of 7.6%, rising from approximately 224,900 to around 242,100 residents. This surge reflects broader national trends; nearly one in five people living in Oldham was born outside the UK, highlighting the town's reliance on foreign workers across various sectors, particularly in social care.
Amidst the backdrop of the prime minister's recent comments about the potential risks of uncontrolled migration, the town's residents present a mix of sentiments. Local residents, including those like John and John, workers who have dedicated over 50 years to road repairs, express concerns about the pressures faced by public services in light of increasing population density. The younger John describes the situation as "overrun," attributing challenges in accessing healthcare and housing directly to high numbers of new residents.
Yet, this perspective is nuanced by the recognition that Oldham’s economy and services heavily depend on the skills of immigrant workers. Violet Gutu, who operates a social care hub staffed almost entirely by non-UK workers, argues that without their contributions, vulnerable residents would face serious challenges in receiving necessary care. She contends that the sector would struggle to operate effectively without this essential workforce.
The diversity in Oldham's population continues to evolve. Recent census data indicates a decline in the proportion of residents identifying as White English, down from approximately 76% in 2011 to about 65% in 2021. Conversely, the Pakistani community has seen a considerable rise, with those identifying as Pakistani increasing from 10% to 13.5%, while the Bangladeshi population also grew from 7.3% to 9%. This shift is emblematic of Oldham's transitioning demographic fabric, where ethnic diversity plays an increasingly vital role in community and economy.
However, not all residents view this change positively. Hussein, who came to Oldham from Pakistan four decades ago, shared his frustration with rising immigration levels, citing his decision to support Brexit as a reflection of his belief that incoming professionals threaten opportunities for local workers. He articulates a sentiment that resonates with many who fear becoming overshadowed in their own communities.
On the other hand, the transition has also created new avenues for business and cultural expression, as evidenced by the transformation of local high streets. Michelle Delaney, who oversees a charity, points to a notable shift in the landscape, where former pubs have become outlets for diverse cuisine and services. Her primary concern, mirroring that of others in the area, lies in the future staffing of essential services such as hospitals and care homes. There is a palpable anxiety regarding the sustainability of these services without a stable influx of skilled workers.
As Oldham reflects the complexities surrounding immigration, the opinions of its residents reveal a dichotomy: a recognition of the contributions of foreign nationals juxtaposed with concerns about the social and infrastructural impacts of rapid demographic shifts. The ongoing conversation about immigration in Oldham encapsulates wider national debates, pointing to the challenges and opportunities that lie ahead as the town continues to navigate its identity in an ever-changing landscape. 
Ultimately, it is clear that immigration is a double-edged sword in communities like Oldham. While it has undeniably invigorated the local economy and enriched the cultural tapestry, it also poses questions about capacity, integration, and the future trajectory of public services in the face of growing demand. As discussions about migration policy evolve, the experiences and voices of towns like Oldham will be crucial in shaping an inclusive narrative that addresses both local concerns and broader societal needs.
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