Pro-immigration protests escalate traffic disruption in Belfast following Ballymena violence

[image: ]
Belfast experienced significant traffic disruption on Tuesday evening as protesters gathered at Carlisle Circus to voice their opposition to immigration policies. The demonstration, which began shortly after 6pm, involved a small group of individuals holding placards with messages such as, "Respect our country or leave." Police were present to maintain order during the protest, which is part of a series of actions planned throughout Northern Ireland following a violent rally that occurred in Ballymena.
This rally in Ballymena the previous day escalated into violence, contributing to a heightened sense of unrest across the region. Reports indicated that the Ballymena gathering was advertised to commence at 7.30pm, just as protests were planned in several towns, including Antrim, Larne, Carrickfergus, and Newtownabbey. While the protest at Carlisle Circus did create some traffic delays, reports by 7pm suggested that the disruptions were minimal at that time.
The emergence of such protests in Northern Ireland is not unprecedented. Similar protests and riots have erupted in the past, reflecting deep-seated tensions surrounding immigration and national identity. For instance, back in September 2012, rioting near Carlisle Circus, prompted by a contentious republican parade, resulted in injuries to 47 police officers and significant property damage. The violence that day showcased a broader pattern of civil disorder in response to perceived provocations.
In stark contrast to these anti-immigration rallies, Belfast witnessed a substantial anti-racist demonstration in August 2024, attended by thousands who advocated for migrant rights. Organised by the United Against Racism group, this event aimed to counter the rising tide of xenophobia in the region and received support from various community organisations. The stark juxtaposition of these movements underscores the ongoing societal divide regarding immigration and inclusivity in Northern Ireland.
The Irish Minister for Justice, Helen McEntee, had previously issued warnings regarding individuals from the Republic of Ireland participating in protests in Northern Ireland, particularly anti-immigrant ones that turned violent. This highlights the government’s resolve to control the spillover effects of unrest on both sides of the border, underscoring the delicate nature of civil discourse in the region.
In the context of Northern Ireland’s complex history, the current protests illustrate the challenges facing the province as it navigates its social landscape. As events unfold, the community remains watchful of potential further unrest, particularly in light of the planned demonstrations across multiple cities and towns.
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