Royal Hotel in Hull becomes flashpoint as asylum seeker tensions escalate
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Take the train to Hull, and mere moments after you step off, you arrive at the Royal Hotel. Once a luxurious host to royalty, it now serves as temporary accommodation for hundreds of asylum seekers, giving the city a complex and often contentious character. This transition encapsulates a broader national debate over immigration and social responsibility, making the Royal Hotel a flashpoint for local tensions.
Last summer, this historic venue became the scene of distressing riots, as windows were shattered and frightened asylum seekers found themselves trapped inside, fearing for their safety. Anei, a 27-year-old from South Sudan, recalls those harrowing days, saying, “Everyone was scared... we had to stay inside fearing that if we went outside we die.” Anei, who fled a life of violence and loss, now experiences both the struggles of his past and the harsh realities of his present in Hull. He has recently been granted the right to remain in the UK, expressing a desire to contribute positively to society. “I want to work and pay back the UK for the help I’ve already received,” he states, highlighting the ongoing asylum seekers’ need for both shelter and acceptance.
The recent Home Office statistics may suggest a decline in the number of asylum seekers housed in hotels, but the current figure of over 32,000 remains significantly higher than when Labour took power last year. This discrepancy has fostered persistent community divisions. Local residents, like Gaynor, who reminisced about the hotel’s glory days, articulate a mix of nostalgia and frustration. “I do feel sorry for them,” she reflects on the asylum seekers, acknowledging their plight yet expressing concerns about perceived fairness in the immigration system. Gaynor's sentiment resonates with others in the community who feel that their voices are not heard. Her vote now aligns with parties advocating for stricter immigration policies. 
Contrasting these narratives are voices within the city that advocate for compassion. Nearby, Shane, a taxi driver, recounted a tense incident he captured on video, wherein an asylum seeker apparently attempted to damage hotel property while brandishing a knife. Shane’s words reflect a broader sense of unease felt by many locals as tensions rise: “It’s a case of shut up and put up because you can't do anything about it.” 
The negative perceptions surrounding asylum accommodation often overshadow the realities faced by not just the asylum seekers, but also those offering services to the homeless or struggling in Hull. Danny Taylor, founder of Adapt Resettlement, aims to help the most vulnerable, some of whom have been without homes for extended periods. He notes the urgent need for more comprehensive approaches to housing, indicating that local resources are stretched thin amid the growing demand from both asylum seekers and long-term residents experiencing hardship.
Meanwhile, some asylum seekers have gone to extraordinary lengths to address what they view as inadequate living conditions. Reports emerged of individuals preparing meals in local parks after expressing dissatisfaction with the hotel’s food service, underscoring issues related to dignity and self-sufficiency. The company managing the accommodation, Mears, asserts that its meals adhere to NHS standards, yet the criticism reveals a gap between service and perceived equity.
The challenges of community integration have been starkly illustrated in recent months. High-profile incidents of violence, including the involvement of individuals in racist mob actions outside asylum housing, have further compounded fears and divisions. Julieanne Kay, for instance, was jailed for her part in riots described by the judiciary as “racist, hate-fuelled mob violence.” Such actions underscore a growing trend of hostility that asylum seekers face, reinforcing a narrative that positions them as unwelcome outsiders—a narrative that risks overshadowing their aspirations for safety and normalcy.
Yet despite the tumult, there are calls for more inclusive conversations about asylum in the context of broader community needs and available resources. Hull City Council has voiced concerns over the manner in which asylum seekers are housed, including a lack of local consultation regarding the arrangements. They assert that community input is vital in shaping effective policies that will address both local concerns and the rights of asylum seekers.
As Hull grapples with these complex issues, the Royal Hotel stands as a microcosm of the national debate over immigration and identity. The voices from within its walls—both asylum seekers and locals—are often at odds, yet they prompt a necessary discourse on empathy, equity, and the shared responsibility to provide sanctuary amid adversity. In a landscape fraught with division, it remains imperative to foster understanding, facilitate dialogue, and look toward solutions that honour both community integrity and compassion for the displaced. 
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