UK protests escalate as government fights court ruling on asylum hotel closures
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Protests and counter-protests have erupted across the UK as tensions rise over the housing of asylum seekers in hotels. On 22 August, Stand Up To Racism organised demonstrations outside several asylum hotels, including locations in Portsmouth, Cardiff, and London, with at least 16 additional actions planned over the weekend. The protesters faced off against anti-immigration demonstrators who chanted "send them home", while counter-protesters responded with slogans such as "refugees are welcome here". Police forces have been deployed nationwide to maintain a physical separation between the opposing groups to prevent clashes.
These localised protests reflect a broader national debate that has intensified following a High Court ruling blocking the government from housing asylum seekers at the Bell Hotel in Epping, Essex. The government has announced its intention to appeal this ruling, believing that closures of asylum hotels need to be managed in an "orderly" way to avoid chaos. Security Minister Dan Jarvis has emphasised the necessity for a careful and managed closure process for all asylum hotels, underlining the government’s stance that abrupt closures could lead to disorder. The Bell Hotel’s owner, Somani Hotels, is also appealing the court's injunction, signalling a potential escalation in legal battles over hotel-based asylum accommodation.
The situation has triggered protests and counter-protests in several other towns and cities across England, including Bournemouth, Leeds, and Portsmouth. In Portsmouth, for example, demonstrators clashed near the Royal Beach Hotel, a site proposed for asylum seeker housing. Here, residents expressed concern about the hotel’s new use, while activists from Stand Up To Racism held solidarity rallies for refugees. Police have been tasked with keeping order and minimising tensions, which remain high amid growing local opposition to asylum hotels.
Politically, the issue has become highly contentious. Labour has pledged to end the practice of using hotels for asylum seeker accommodation, highlighting the policy's unpopularity and complexity. Meanwhile, local councils across the country are exploring legal avenues similar to those used in the Epping case to challenge government plans. This has contributed to a national atmosphere of unease and division, with opponents cautioning that the ongoing disputes could exacerbate social and political tensions, particularly in areas where asylum housing is a new and contentious development.
While the government seeks to regain control through the appeal process, campaigners and community groups on both sides are mobilising, reflecting deep societal divisions over immigration and asylum policies. The coming weeks promise further legal and public confrontations as the debate continues to unfold, underscoring the challenges faced by officials attempting to balance legal rulings, community concerns, and humanitarian obligations.
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