Police brace for tense weekend amid protests at asylum hotels and high-profile public events
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Police forces across England are preparing for a challenging weekend marked by a wave of protests targeting hotels used to house asylum seekers, coinciding with the Notting Hill Carnival in west London and multiple Premier League football matches. The protests, planned at 26 hotel sites nationwide, reflect mounting tensions over asylum accommodation, with demonstrations expected at locations including the Britannia Hotel in Canary Wharf and The Bell Hotel in Epping. Anti-migrant groups have already clashed with counterprotesters in Portsmouth, signalling the potential for unrest. Despite these pressures, police chiefs maintain they are closely monitoring the situation and are confident in their ability to manage the weekend's events.
The National Police Chiefs’ Council highlighted their experience with large-scale protests and public order management, underscoring that while the Metropolitan Police have dedicated substantial resources for the Notting Hill Carnival, no additional national mobilisation specific to protests has currently been deemed necessary. However, forces retain contingency plans should the situation escalate. This comes as Stand Up to Racism has organised 15 counterdemonstrations across several cities to confront anti-migrant protests, emphasising the deep divisions and robust public responses erupting around asylum policies.
The protests have intensified following a High Court ruling that granted Epping Forest District Council a temporary injunction preventing the Bell Hotel from continuing to house asylum seekers. The move, which the government is seeking to appeal, was prompted by sustained local unrest after allegations surfaced involving a refugee resident. Demonstrations involving thousands of protestors have disrupted the area repeatedly, compelling the council to take legal action amid concerns over community safety and the impact of prolonged protests. This legal battle reflects a broader national debate, with multiple councils across Labour, Conservative, and Reform UK administrations exploring similar actions against asylum hotels as the government plans to phase out hotel use by 2029.
The refugee community and supporting charities have voiced alarm about the hostile environment these protests create. The chief executive of the Refugee Council described the hostility as causing vulnerable people, forced to flee war-torn countries such as Sudan and Afghanistan, to feel "hunted" amid escalating hate and intimidation. A refugee living in hotel accommodation expressed fears for his safety, highlighting the human cost behind the political and social tensions.
Police officers themselves have raised concerns about the strain posed by ongoing public order duties, which often involve long shifts, cancelled leave, and heightened risks. The Police Federation warned that the cumulative impact affects officer wellbeing, resilience, and operational capacity, underscoring the human toll of prolonged unrest at a time of heightened demand on police resources.
Concurrently, the Metropolitan Police have stepped up their security operations for Notting Hill Carnival, where around one million attendees are expected. In a comprehensive intelligence-led campaign, the force has made approximately 100 arrests ahead of the event, recalling 21 people to prison and seizing 11 firearms and over 40 knives to deter serious violence. Additionally, 266 individuals have been banned from attending the carnival this year. Commander Charmain Brenyah acknowledged that while the vast majority come to the carnival to celebrate peacefully, a small minority pose a serious threat to safety and have been targeted to prevent violence.
The policing operation for the carnival is a major endeavour involving approximately 7,000 officers and staff daily. It includes collaboration with the City of London Police and British Transport Police, the deployment of sophisticated technology such as extensive CCTV coverage, screening arches, and live facial recognition cameras on routes leading to and from the event. While authorities stress that these measures are essential for public safety and safeguarding carnival-goers, civil liberties groups have raised concerns about privacy and surveillance, reflecting ongoing debates about balancing security and rights during large public gatherings.
This combination of intense protest activity over asylum accommodations and high-profile public events like Notting Hill Carnival and Premier League matches places significant demands on the police. The forces are demonstrating a dual approach: managing contentious public order challenges linked to asylum policies, while also delivering large-scale protective operations for cultural events drawing massive crowds. The political context, judicial interventions, and community tensions surrounding asylum seeker housing underscore the complexity of policing in an environment charged with social and political conflict.
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