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Nigerians in London: Community Associations and Securitization
Introduction
Nigerians are the largest African group living in the UK, a rapidly growing immigrant population
whose increase over the last decade is the second most significant after the Poles (+120%, 2011
Census)[table 1]. Yet, there are a rather under-researched group when compared to older
communities such as Indians and Pakistani or even new ones, like eastern Europeans. Nigerian
London is in majority Christian with a variety of denominational Christian faiths but also has a
relatively small Muslim community. Nigerian residents are on average highly educated, very
fluent in English and as Commonwealth citizens can vote in local and general elections in the
UK. There is strong evidence that, compared to other communities and in particular within the
group of Africans, there are several objective statistical indicators signalling a good level of social
inclusion. However, besides the first generation of residents there has been a more disadvantaged
group, those who have arrived in the last decade seeking asylum and a stable legal status and
wishing to better their socio-economic prospects. Within a context of more stringent controls over
irregulars, a tightened asylum process Nigerians have been particularly targeted by the series of
immigration controls and repatriation programmes implemented in the last 15 years. In that
respect Nigerian community associations have had to handle inequality and provide support to
newcomers to help the integration of their nationals into UK society.
The project started with a survey of the Nigerian community in the UK and more
specifically in London to establish their demographic make-up, their geographical distribution,
their skill sets and the network of community associations. It soon appeared that despite their
demographic significance there is a relative paucity of secondary literature on this community in
the UK. A few academic studies have explored the importance of religion (ideas and practices)
for the Nigerian diaspora (Harris 2006, Knowles 2013, Higgins 2012) which proved helpful to
grasp the significance of morals and ethics for Nigerians in their everyday life and appraise their
reactions to specific events concerning their community. Mitton and Aspinal (2011), for their part
investigated the integration and segregation of Nigerians and contrasted them with other African
communities such as Somalis and Zimbabweans. Onoso Imoagene (2011) compares secondgeneration adults of Nigerian descent in the US and the UK focusing more specifically on the role
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of national identity and legacies of the past in shaping their sense of belonging to their new
country. As for the role of Nigerian networks and community associations they have been mostly
studied in relation to their financial and project support of ‘home’ communities (Lampert 2012,
2014).
The task of obtaining statistical data on Nigerians living in the UK has also been difficult
because primary sources are not based exclusively on the Nigerian community but tend to
subsume them into the larger group of Africans. Nonetheless publications from the central
government, in particular the Home Office, the Ministry of Justice, the Department of Local
Government and Communities and the Office of National Statistics were used to obtain a more
accurate picture on Africans in the UK. At parliamentary level publications from the All Party
Parliamentary Group on Nigeria, a specific parliamentary committee in charge of relations
between the UK and Nigeria provided hindsight into the role of the Nigerian diaspora in the UK.
Publications by Greater London Authority and specific London boroughs shed light on local
policies related to ethnic minorities. Finally studies released by think tanks such as the Institute of
Race Relations and Change Institute helped to frame a more detailed picture of this community.
The only publication from an intergovernmental body exclusively dedicated to this community
and its associations dates from 2007 with a survey of the International Organisation for Migration
(2007) on the Nigerian diaspora in the UK. It provides a very useful snapshot of the community
and its associations (demographic information, community groups and geographical location).
The report at the time had been elaborated with a view to devise a targeted strategy to help UK
authorities to repatriate Nigerian irregulars and failed asylum seekers.
This article explores the complex situation of the Nigerian diaspora living in London and
seeks to appraise the impact of different forms of securitization enforced against them and the
ways Nigerian community associations mobilized to address them. The term securitization is a
multifaceted one which in the context of Nigerians refers firstly to the series of monitoring
devices and preventing programmes that UK authorities have set up to address criminality and
street violence in youth gangs. Secondly and in connection with these measures, securitization has
also targeted specific marginalized individuals or population groups such as irregulars thought to
be more at risk of criminality and radicalization especially after the Rigby’s affair (May 2013),
the British soldier killed in a London street by two British-born of Nigerian origin. Authorities
have established a direct nexus between violence, crime and immigration, imposing a framework
of restrictions that the Nigerian community has, apparently, willingly accepted in the name of
morals, good behaviour and pride.
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Findings presented in this paper are drawn from data collected during fieldwork in London
between June 2014 and March 2015. A representative sample of 12 associations was identified
and data for this project included 13 qualitative interviews with association and community
leaders as well as 50 questionnaires answered by respondents living in Greater London. Further
material used to supplement information gathered during the interviews has included internet
forums, associations’ websites, Nigerian London-based newspapers as well as other works and
leaflets produced by some of the project’s participants.
Case-study organisations were selected to reflect the multiplicity of Nigerian associations
(as many as 1.500 registered with CANUK, the central umbrella association depending from the
Nigerian High Commissioner, Nigeria’s representative in the UK). They can be grouped under
the following headings: (i) umbrella organisations which represent Nigerians at the national scale
and serve the Nigerian community as a whole such as CANUK (Central Association of Nigerians
in the UK) and NIDO (Nigerians in Diaspora Organisation), (ii) professionals’ associations which
represent specific economic sectors or professional activities such as the British Nigerian Law
Forum, the Association of British Nigerian Academics (iii) an association of a particular ethnic
group, the Igbo, the most numerous ethnic group in the UK represented by the Congress of Igbo
leaders, (iv) an association which supports Nigerian women: Nigerian Organisation of Women
(NOW), (v) an association very locally based which provides welfare to the Nigerian Community
of Waltham Forest (NICOWF), (vi) associations whose members work for the Home Office or
other governmental agencies, the Nigerian Police Forum representing police officers of Nigerian
origins working for the police in the UK (and the London Metropolitan Police in particular), and
the Association of British Law Enforcement Officers (ABLE) and finally (vi) faith associations
which regroup either Christians or Muslims, such as the Muslim Association of Nigerians UK
(MANUK) and on the Christian side the Nigerian Chaplaincy and the Black Church Forum which
was set up with the support of different religious agencies and organisations (the Anglican Church
Mission Society and the Overseas Fellowship of Nigerian Christians).
Nigerian London
In London, Nigerians officially represent the 5th largest group with 115,000 residents regularly
registered (1.4% of London total population) ahead of more settled and long-term based Asian
communities like the Pakistanis and Bangladeshis (ONS, 2011 Census) [table 1]1. Other sources,
1

To that figure one could add the 11,775 postgraduate students who are in Britain for a short
period (Figures for 2012, British Council, The Guardian, 7/10/2014).
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however, give much higher figures for London and the UK territory because census figures
discount undocumented whose number started to increase from the 2000s. Hence, already in 2007
the Foreign and Commonwealth Office suggested that there could be around 3 million Nigerians
in the UK with about 70% of them living in the Greater London area, that is 2.1 million people,
which is roughly ten times the figure for the whole UK estimated in the 2011 Census (IOM 2007).
Although recent compared to other migratory waves, Nigerian emigration to the UK is not a new
phenomenon. Before Nigeria’s independence in 1960 and as early as the 1930s elite Nigerians
travelled to the UK for educational or business reasons but returned home after completing their
education or their business tour; a few came for tourism. Migratory influx had a temporary
character, a trend which was radically altered in the wake of the civil war (Biafra conflict 196770) with many seeking refuge or remaining longer in the UK than initially forecast. Later the oil
crisis of the mid 1980s which affected heavily the Nigerian economy drove others to seek better
economic prospects in the UK, making the Nigeria loosing a significant elite of students and
entrepreneurs. More recently chronic political instability which continues today, the relatively
new terrorist threat in the northern part of Nigeria and a steady rise in human trafficking have
triggered an exodus with a growth in irregular migration routes from Nigeria to Europe. Today in
the UK, the Nigerian diaspora comprises a diverse mixture of first generation, Nigerian and
British-born students, asylum-seekers2, skilled professionals and irregulars. The latter are often
trapped in social misery and poverty, they live below the official radars and are struggling in their
everyday life to find a job, live in decent conditions, make ends meet and offer good social and
economic prospects to their children. All the community leaders interviewed for the project
stressed that it is a serious challenge that their community has to address to help them integrate
into UK society. Nigerians are to be found all across London but predominantly in the borough of
Southwark, Hackney, Lambeth and Newham as regards Inner London and in Greenwich, Brent
and Barnett for Outer London (2001 Census).
The group of 50 respondents for the SOMI project comprised two generational cohorts (b.19371962 / b.1963-1988) in majority belonging to the Igbo group, the oldest group (62%, C=75%,
M=10%), the second largest group being the Yoruba (30% M=80% C=17.5%) more recently
arrived in the UK. 3 [tables 2]. There were as many as 18% not able (or willing) to state their date
2

In the group of Black Africans Nigerians constituted the 5th largest group of asylum seekers
from 1997 to 2008.
3
Peckham in southeast London is nicknamed Yorubaland or Little Lagos because of the high
concentration of Yoruba living there. The UK Congress of Igbo Leaders boasts the number of
400,000 Igbo living across Britain. A representative of CANUK (the central association of
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of birth4. The majority was born in Nigeria (88%, M=80%, C=90%) 2% being born elsewhere
and only 10% were born in the UK (M=20%, C=7.5%). Many did not indicate their arrival date,
either because they did not remember (a few respondents were quite old or had been brought as a
child) others, clearly did not want to say when they had come, for fear of disclosing their real
status. A quarter of respondents migrated to Britain for educational purpose (26%) and a majority
came for personal reasons, to join their family (24%) or their fiancé (22%) [table 3].
The socio-economic profile drawn from data taken from the 2011 Census and other sources
corresponds only partly to the opinion Knowles has about the community: “Nigerian London is
educated, employed and earning better than the UK median wage” (Knowles 2013: 660 quoting
Kyambi 2005). A more qualified and contrasted view on this community emerges from other
statistical sources and secondary sources (2008 National Pupil Database, 2011 Census, Mitton
and Aspinall 2011). The 2011 Census reveals that over half (53%) of Nigerians were qualified at
level 4+ (compared to 30% for UK nationals) whereas less than 6% had no qualifications at all
(compared to 19% of UK nationals). Nigerians have high levels of education and qualifications
with similar rates to the American, German and French nationals. Thus alongside Zimbabweans
Nigerians’ high levels of qualifications, employment and English language competence signal a
good level of social inclusion, and a better level of inclusion in general when compared to other
Black Africans (Mitton and Aspinal 2011). In the SOMI project the questionnaires confirmed
these trends: half of the respondents had completed secondary education (50%) and 46% were
holding a university degree. Muslims had a higher educational attainment (they were 60% with a
university degree compared to only 42.5% for Christians) which compares much more favourably
to non-Nigerian Muslims who are 24% to have a university degree [table 4]. Such finding is to be
correlated to the age group of the second generational cohort in majority constituted by Muslims,
a younger cohort with greater opportunities to go into further education. Muslim Yoruba come
principally from the region around Lagos which is not the poorest part of Nigeria. Finally the
questionnaires revealed the intergenerational social mobility of the respondents with 18% of them
who had parents with no or only primary education level, and 50% with parents who had only
reached GCSE level [table 5].

Nigerians in the UK) confirmed in an interview that the majority of Nigerian residents are Igbo
from the South east of the country.
4
A possible explanation could be that because registration of birth and death has only been made
compulsory since 1979, but has not yet been fully implemented across Nigeria, some of the
respondents were not capable of answering that question.
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Yet, housing tenure revealed significant differences between UK nationals and Nigerians
confirming Mitton and Aspinal’s analysis of the 2011 census data with a marked discrepancy
between the level of qualification held and the job and socio-economic status that Nigerians could
obtain [table 4]. Activity sectors where Nigerians are to be found are primarily the public
administration, the education and health sectors (35% for Nigerians to be compared to 28% for
UK born) but high-levels of self-employment may signal their inability to find jobs adequately
suited to their qualifications due to discrimination (Mitton and Aspinal 2011). Imoagene in his
study on British and American second-generation adults of Nigerian descent asserts that
discrimination, institutional racism and exclusion by Whites account for the difficulty Nigerians
experience in the workplace despite being well-qualified and often more qualified than their
British or EU peers: in the economically active Nigerian-born community were also to be found
the highest rate of unemployment (7.3%) when compared to other ethnic minorities and this,
despite a high level of qualification.
Concerning religious affiliation and contrary to the situation in Nigeria where the
population is roughly divided between Christians (47%) and Muslims (48%) with the remaining
being animists (5%), Nigerians in the UK are overwhelmingly Christians with quite a significant
congregation of Pentecostal church.5 Nigerian Muslims only account for 9% of the total of the
Nigerian born population and in 2001 they were estimated at around 12,000-14,000 (Dept. of
local communities 2009:6)6. Although in the UK the Muslim Nigerians population represents a
minority within the diaspora inter-faith contacts are regular and supported by the different
denominational faiths. Religious groups are particularly active to promote the role of religion as a
fundamental social and moral universe. Such posture was confirmed by the in-depth interviews
with a deputy Imam, two Anglican reverends and a Catholic priest, all of them born in Nigeria.
However results concerning religious attendance in the group of respondents were very polarized:
40% stated that they attended religious services once a week (C= 45% , M= 20%) but a sizeable
group (38%) attended very rarely religious services. Finally other characteristics pertaining to
Nigerians relate to the fundamental role of the elders with strong and respectful relationships
between generations. The family structure is also considered an essential element in children’s
upbringing with many parents stating their worries about their children’s educational achievement

5

More than 650 Pentecostal churches opened between 2005 and 2010, taking the total to 3,900.
The Guardian, 1 March 2012.
6
The 2011 census estimates that Black Africans account for 7.7% of Muslims in the UK while
Asians comprise 67.6% of them.
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and their integration in a society with values often at odds with the cultural background of their
group [tables 6 & 7].
Securitization in Nigerian London
Terrorism, a minor issue?
The UK, with a history of involvement in Muslim world affairs, has along other European states,
been most exposed to terrorist plots over time and has had to face serious challenges of
radicalization among their diasporas, notably the Pakistani one and more recently the African
ones (Nesser 2014). Nesser demonstrates that prior to 2008 there were fewer single actor
attackers but that their increase may have been the result of jihadists’ tactical considerations under
counterterrorism pressure. Nigerians have not been specifically targeted by UK government
counterterrorism measures as have other African communities such as Somalis or Kenyans.
Indeed the questionnaires revealed that the majority of respondents (74%) were unaware of the
existence of Prevent, the governmental strategy on counterterrorism. But even if the degree of
suspicion on them may not have been as high as for other communities (Knowles 2013) Nigerian
associations have felt pressure to challenge media representation depicting their community
members as potential radicalized fraudsters, especially in the wake of the murder of drummer Lee
Rigby in Woolwich in May 2013. The British soldier killed by two Nigerian born Christian
converted to Islam re-ignited the debate on the process of incorporation of immigrants in the UK.
The significance of the affair is at least twofold, it was the first murder committed by two Britishborn individuals since the 7 July 2005 bombings. Secondly, the murder has raised doubts about
the ability of the British intelligence services to prevent it when it was revealed in a 2014
parliamentary enquiry into the role of these services that one of the convert, Michael Adebolajo
had been tracked by the MI5 for a few years.7 There certainly has been a before and after the Lee
Rigby affair for the UK authorities as to the importance of keeping an eye on specific individuals
in the Nigerian diaspora:
“the vast majority of British Nigerians were southern Christians, disproportionately
from middle class backgrounds, and were relatively well integrated. The shocking
murder which occurred at Woolwich in May 2013, whilst we were gathering evidence
for this inquiry, and which involved two individuals seeming to come from the
background Ms Comolli describes, does underline the importance of the UK's
7

Intelligence and Security Committee of Parliament, Annual Report 2013-2014. House of
Commons, November 2014.
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intelligence services remaining discreetly vigilant in relation to radicalisation within
West African diaspora communities. (…) We urge the UK Government to remain
vigilant on the issue of possible radicalisation within North and West African
diaspora communities, bearing in mind that dialogue and positive engagement with
these communities could also contribute to an effective counter-terrorism strategy.8
As for the Nigerian community, predominantly composed of Christians, they have felt the
backlash of the affair conflating Nigerians and radicalization9. The associative leaders
interviewed sought to distance themselves from these individuals and depicted them as British
and not anymore Nigerians:
“With the Lee Rigby affair, it is a guy who grew up in England, Christian who
converted to Islam, the link with Nigeria is very tenuous, nothing really to do with
Nigeria but rather pushed out of poverty, despair” (Interview with the then president
of the British Nigerian Law Forum)
“The guys in Woolwich, these were not Nigerians. You can’t count them as
Nigerians, they are British, born here, (…) and you see ‘one bad apple poises the
whole basket’” (Interview with a Nigerian Catholic Priest, parish in the borough of
Southwark)
The affair echoed the thwarted plane attack of December 2009 by a student of Nigerian origin
who had tried to board a flight to Detroit with explosives fastened to his legs. Already at the time
the main Nigerian organisations and their leaders wary of their reputation management had called
a press conference to stress that “there should be no automatic assumption by the UK (and the rest
of the world) authorities that Nigerians pose an additional security risk”(CANUK Press
conference, 10 January 2010).
Youth gangs, violence and irregular migration:
More significantly security measures enforced against Nigerians have taken the form of a series
of police programmes to address youth criminality, gang and street violence which in some
London boroughs has been endemic for years now (Home Office 2015). The Home Office as part
of its operation Nexus, a collaboration between the police and Immigration Enforcement has been

8

Source: Foreign Affairs Committee - Seventh Report The UK's response to extremism and
instability in North and West Africa 11 March
2014.http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201314/cmselect/cmfaff/86/8608.htm
9

A "solidarity march" in Woolwich organised by the Nigerian community took place a few days after the murder.
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targeting foreign national offenders, including gang members for removal from the country.10
Over the year 2015 knife crime has risen again (+23% compared to 2014, MOPAC 2015);
carrying knives being for many young people (whatever their ethnic background) a way to solve
their quarrels. ‘Stop and search’ measures are among the forms of police surveillance on ethnic
communities and although Knowles contends that “African London is as invisible as Muslim
London is hyper visible” (Knowles 2013:653) Nigerians’ invisibility seems to stop in the street
where ‘Stop & Search’ policies are in force (HMIC 2013 quoting the Equality and Human Rights
Commission 2013)11. No data are yet available for each national group subjected to these police
practices but a senior member of the Metropolitan Police Service, Dr Olisa, of Nigerian origins
admits that concerning Nigerians ‘stop & search’ policies continue to be a difficult question to
solve. High-profile incidents between social services (the police) and the community have
affected their relations prompting the necessity for the police to engage even more effectively in
community relations than before. It was stressed that more members from the Nigerian
community would have to be included to better relations between the police and the Nigerian
community; men who could serve as role models for younger Nigerians. In parallel preventive
action has also been launched with the scheme of Volunteer Police Cadets, a London
Metropolitan Police programme for those aged 13 to 18 from diverse communities to keep them
out of trouble after school. The programme aimed at young with behavioural problems (but not
only) has targeted young Nigerians and involved community associations.
The second, correlated set of securitization measures affecting the Nigerian community concerns
those in an irregular position as a result of human trafficking (mainly children and women), failed
asylum seeking or simply overstaying.12 Although their number has never been officially
estimated by UK authorities some indications as to the volume of this migration are provided by
other European countries13. In the UK Nigerian irregulars make up the third most cited nationality
10

From October 2012 to February 2015, Nexus has removed more than 277 high harm offenders through proactive
targeting, and over 3,009 foreign nationals following arrest and identification in custody suites (Home Office 2015).
11

Recent surveys confirm that for 2014-15 40% of prisoners in young offender institutions,
secure detention centres and secure training centres were from Black and Minority Ethnic people
(BME) (Youth Justice Board 2014, Young 2014).
12
The scale of human trafficking from Nigeria to the UK is yet underestimated according to the
latest report by the Home Office on modern slavery (2014). Overall there is potentially between
10,000 and 13,000 victims of which 2000 were referred to UK authorities and 244 of them were
from Nigeria, a 31% increase from the previous year (BBC News, 17 June 2015).
13
10,000 Nigerians were living illegally in Italy before a 2004 amnesty and 6,500 were
apprehended throughout Europe in 2007 In 2011 Frontex recorded 6,078 Nigerian migrants
crossing external borders to the EU, thus constituting the second most identified nationality by the
European agency in charge of immigration controls at borders (Pennington and Ballaram 2013).
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of people implicated in the UK’s detained fast track system, a system to process rapidly asylum
applications (Pennington et al. 2013). Certainly from the mid 2000s (IOM 2007) and in particular
since 2011 with the ‘Operation Majestic’ the Home Office agency, the Directorate of Immigration
Enforcement has relentlessly and vigorously deported them massively: 34 charter flights to Lagos
for a total of 3,108 forced deportations (HMIP 2013)14. Border controls and internal controls have
criminalized irregular migration of Nigerians: enforcement raids on houses and workplaces,
constant monitoring by employers and public service providers have alienated many of them
prompting some to accept leaving the country under the repatriation schemes set up by UK
authorities (Pennington and Ballaram 2013).
Forms of mobilization
Empowering the community: engagement and commitment
The predominant perception of the Nigerian leaders interviewed for the project was that much
remains to be done to gain a greater role and place in UK society. Engaging and empowering the
Nigerians living in the UK were buzz words repeated during the interviews. They viewed their
social interaction with the host society as fairly good but with “some room for improvement”. In
particular some of the community leaders were keen to emphasise that it was time for the UK
authorities to “see things through our prism”. An important part of their tasks has been to work
with the media every time they have felt that biased views on Nigerians have coined negative
stereotypes on their community, stereotypes ranging from fraudsters and bogus refugees to
terrorists. ABLE the association of law enforcement officers was initially created with that aim in
2004. Association’s websites, social networks, press conferences and other media have been used
to promote their position (Chatham House 2013). The central umbrella association CANUK cited
as one of its biggest challenge, their reputation management. A position shared by other
associative leaders interviewed for the project:
“It is about building a positive image of the Nigerian community, of promoting it
especially in the media which sometimes have been drawing a very negative image of
the community” (Interview with the then vice-president of CANUK).
“There is an image problem, they see Nigerians as bad. All the different events,
terrorist events, thwarted plane attack, committed by those who don’t respect the law
14

In 2013 50,741 people were removed from the UK, of which 15% were from Africa and 6%
from Nigeria. People returned to Asia constituted the bulk of deportees (60%) followed by
Africans (15%), Europeans (11%), Americans (7.7%), Middle Eastern nationals (7% ) and people
from Oceania (1%). Note that these figures do not include people refused entry at port and
subsequently removed. Source: Home Office Immigration Statistics (table rv.03).
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are done by those who have an extreme interpretation of Islam. The media don’t listen
to us, they write negatively. There’s a battle there (Interview with the president of
NOW, Nigerian Organisation Women)
“They (the media) focus on those small minority and then they make it bigger, but it
is up to us to help in showcasing the good Nigerians among us”. (Interview with A.
Aminu, mayor of Lambeth)
With reference to ‘stop and search’ practice the systematic targeting of young blacks has led to
low levels of trust in the police (Littler and Feldman 2015), an issue which has been challenging
for two of the associations interviewed: the Nigerian Police Forum (NPF) and the Association of
Law Enforcement Officers (ABLE). Restoring trust, mutual respect, allowing the circulation of
information have been at the core of their activities (surgery in churches and mosques,
participation in community events):
“We have to work on the level of trust people have in us. We have to be out there,
there’s quite a lot to do. (..) There is a lot of divide between the police, local officers
and the community and because we share the same heritage, we have a lot in common
we can reach them. We can get to the community, can obtain phone numbers, email
addresses, personal details that normally they don’t give because they’re suspicious.
We promote police initiatives, anti-crime initiatives, we explain” (Interview with the
founder of the Nigerian Police Forum)
More generally community organisations have structured their action programmes and services
towards members of their community to cater for their needs and to provide welfare: health
information (notably on HIV and FMG), but also immigration advice for those with an uncertain
legal status. What emerges from the interviews is the associations’ role as an intermediary
between UK authorities and Nigerians. Mediation has been considered necessary because of
cultural and policy gaps on both sides:
“The UK is not aware of the problems of the Nigerian community, there are cultural
elements that they don’t know and this is where ABLE comes to help. (…) Ignorance
of the law is not an excuse here and you have many people travelling with things
forbidden that they take from people they don’t know. We want to educate people,
explain what is expected here and we’ve got projects to do that”. (Interview with the
president of ABLE, a UK Border Force officer)
“UK government officials are not aware of the issues affecting the Nigerian
community (…) and it is a problem and we would like to be consulted, involved in
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some discussions affecting Nigerians ‘if you are not involved you don’t engage’, the
lack of engagement is problematic” (Interview with the then vice-president of
CANUK)
“We have the language to communicate to our people” (Interview with the secretary
general of NICOWF, a locally based association representing Nigerians in the
borough of Waltham Forest)
“The government doesn’t know how to engage, how to speak frankly, they don’t want
to offend, they are very polite but it’s a problem of ignoring the other’s culture”
(Interview with the then president of the British Nigerian Law Forum, an association
representing lawyers)
Partnerships with forefront community associations have been sought by UK authorities to
achieve their immigration objectives. In 2009-10 under the Labour government, members from
the British Nigerian Law Forum were involved by the Foreign and Commonwealth Office to give
expertise for the repatriation of Nigerians15. Later, Nigerian associations (ABLE, BNLF, NPF,
CANUK amongst others) have been asked to help UK authorities to convince more Nigerians to
sign for the programmes which provide material and financial assistance to those willing to return
home voluntarily (talks to church and mosque to inform their nationals about the different
options).16 “It was about raising awareness among the Nigerian community to present them the
various avenues for going back in a dignified way to Nigeria” (Interview with the then vicepresident of CANUK).
Attention to their youth has been a major objective of most associations irrespective of the
religious or ethnic background of the organization. In the questionnaires whereas respondents
viewed the issue of economy and unemployment as the single most important issue facing the
country (72%), values and morality were the most important issues facing the Nigerian
community (56%) [tables 6 & 7]. During the interviews several community leaders stressed the
significance of family, part of Nigerian identity, a structure whose role is not upheld in British
society. To many the inflexibility of British immigration law does not allow individuals to settle
down and better their life prospect. It was even suggested that alienation could have its roots in
the way the British system of values and the British rules impacted upon Nigerian families and
the Nigerian young generation.
15

From 2011 up to the end of October 2014, 457 people returned to Nigeria with Choices, an
association of the voluntary sector contracted out by the Home Office to help them repatriate
irregulars worldwide.
16

In March 2008 forced removals of Nigerian nationals had led to violent protests, a boycott of British Airways and a
diplomatic incident between Nigeria and the UK.
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“There is a second generation of children born here from African descent and (…)
Africans are very conservative in their way to raise their children and the policies
devised by the government are not suited to the way African children born here
should be raised. So we shouldn’t blame families only but the law affecting BME is at
stake. These laws should engage with the youth. For example immigration rules are
very anti-family, they default on the young. A feeling of belonging is needed for these
young immigrants. If the parents are suffering because of these harsh rules then so the
children are suffering, they are not part of the system. That’s why even if they were
British born or if they came very early, because they are suffering they turn against
the state”. (Interview with A. Aminu, mayor of Lambeth)
“Nigerians are very particular with their children, and here the laws are disturbing
concerning education for example. So we must be alert for everyone to give children
the best. The education system in the UK is quite hostile to religion, militant
secularism, humanistic culture, mentality and so forth. That cuts out children from
their roots. Belief in God is a lifestyle for Nigerians and the UK system cuts them out
from religion”. (Interview with a reverend, founder of Christian Concern)
“There are more African Nigerian men stabbed than in any other black community.
(…) Here in the UK the society is not there to protect family, so we have these
disconnected families with more aggressive children towards their parents. There is
the problem of gangs, they have more faith and hope in the gang than in their family”.
(Interview with the secretary general of NIDO, Nigerians in Diaspora UK).
Associations’ leaders have joined partnerships with other similar organisations and local councils
to identify young Nigerians in trouble to keep them from drugs and anti-social behaviour but
equally to help those vulnerable to radicalisation. The deputy Imam in charge of MANUK
(Muslim Association of Nigerians in the UK) explained how each Easter Monday they organise
an open event in the Mosque to address such issues. The 2014 annual symposium was held on the
topic of radicalisation with policemen and invited speakers delivering speeches on the dangers of
extremism. Also the Nigerian Police Forum participates in the scheme of Volunteer Police Cadets
and has been giving talks in the context of Counter Terrorism Prevent strategy of the government.
17

NICOWF, an organisation based in Waltham Forest, one of the London area where gang crime

is high and whose Nigerian community was marked by the murder of a young boy of Nigerian
17

‘Nigerian Serious Youth Violence and Radicalization Event’ organised in the Damilola Taylor
Centre in Peckham. The centre was named after the name of a young Nigerian boy who was
stabbed to death a few weeks after his arrival in the UK in November 2000.
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origin a few years ago has focused their activities on the importance of increasing literacy and
numeracy skills so that children are not excluded educationally, they have run youth and sports
club to keep children busy and not in the street, especially during summer time. All regretted
however that cuts in public subsidies prevented them from doing more.
Conventional forms of mobilization (voting/naturalisation):
In the UK interest in politics has risen since 1986 (Keen 2015) and such interest was also
reflected in the interviews with Nigerian leaders and confirmed in the data obtained from the
questionnaires. Clearly the confidence in the British political system for Nigerians runs quite high
when contrasted to other ethnic minorities (see below). Out of 704 local councillors with ethnic
origins, 39 (5.5%) have an African background of which more than 30 are of Nigerian origin to
be found in different boroughs across London: Barking and Dagenham, Brent, Enfield, Lambeth,
Southwark, Waltham Forest (National Census of Local Councillors, 2013). At the national scale
since May 2015 there have been 4 MPs of Nigerian origin in the House of Commons and 2 peers
in the House of Lords.18
Locally elected Nigerians are particularly vocal on the need for their community to
increase their political participation and representation at all levels. They consider it as one of the
way for their community to start challenging the issues affecting Nigerians and gain influence.
Kate Anolue, former Mayor of Enfield expressed it quite simply “When you are inside this
making process, you are able to speak for your people” (Interview for TV Channel, Lagos, March
2014). Adedamola Aminu, a well-known figure in the Nigerian community, mayor of Lambeth
and president of the association of British Nigerian councillors explained how he viewed
Nigerians’ participation in politics and engagement in society. Other Nigerian councillors shared
his position:
“if we leave people who haven’t got the experience to be responsible for all those
things on our behalf, then we are not doing ourselves any justice. If you know you
have something to contribute, get involved so that you can do something about it, but
if you don’t, don’t complain” (The Vanguard, 3 June 2012).
“Taking the back stage has never helped, it’s time for people to be upfront and proactive” (Emmanuel Obasohan, Councillor Barking & Dagenham, Interview for TV
Channel, Lagos, March 2014)
18

The political preference of Nigerians for Labour (84% of the respondents against 8% in favour
of the Conservatives) corresponds to the support other ethnic communities have provided to the
centre-left.
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“For a long period we’ve been complaining and we can’t complaint. You want to
make it happen by joining the Establishment” (Michael Adeyeye, Councillor Brent,
Interview for TV Channel, Lagos, March 2014).
Participants in the project also testified to a good level of confidence in the British
political system: high rates of registration to vote, high turnout rates corroborated by the
indifference to having specifically a Nigerian candidate for local or national elections to represent
them [tables 8, 9 & 10]. Such findings contrast with other studies reporting a lower rate in voter
registration and voter turnout for BME communities in comparison with the rest of the population
(Keen 2015, Muslim Council of Britain 2015). The level of voter registration in Nigerians’
participation in conventional politics is connected to the political situation in their home country
where for decades now they have been struggling to have a democratic government with leaders
elected through free elections. Those who have fled to seek better economic and social
perspective but also military rule are certainly eager to be given the possibility to vote in the UK.
Participating in the electoral process has been a long standing request that Nigerians in diaspora
have made. At the moment they are still demanding for the possibility to vote from abroad, an
option which is not yet available and would entail a modification of the Nigerian constitution.
The naturalization rate was lower than expected (72%) but since voting rights do not
depend on citizenship for Commonwealth citizens, Nigerians do not need to get naturalized to
participate in the political process in the UK. For those who had naturalized the consolidation of
their legal status was the main motivation (56%). In addition, similarly to other communities, like
the Latinos (Saldivar 2015) their ties with Nigeria did not affect their good level of integration in
UK society
Local politics as a form of conventional mobilization and the recourse to Nigerian local
councillors was for community leaders one of the most efficient and direct way to take care of
their community, to address people to the right person able to offer help. Associative leaders are
fully aware of the role and support they can obtain from Nigerian local councillors to pursue
shared interests:
“In the local boroughs there are officers who work with the community, they are key
individuals, a network, and we’ve got councillors of Nigerian origins, we work with
them specifically in specific boroughs. We’ve got contacts locally” (Interview with the
founder of the Nigerian Police Forum).
“We work with the London Met, with the local authority…we know who to contact,
the politicians, the official, the administratives. We have contacts, partnerships with
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other organisations which have the same vision as us.” (Interview with the Secretary
general of the association, NICOWF, Nigerian Community Waltham Forest)
Conclusive remarks
Over the last two decades stringent immigration and asylum policies have been damaging the
integration of minorities. In the aftermath of 9/11 and more specifically the London bombings, the
immigration-securitization nexus has been strengthened to protect borders from illegal
immigrants and to send back failed asylum seekers. Immigration objectives have been adjusted to
the maintenance of national security.
The case of Nigerians in the UK, a community from a former British colony, provides an
illustrating example on how a specific population group has been targeted by the range of
restrictive immigration and asylum policies successive governments have implemented over the
last fifteen years. These policies have had a detrimental effect upon Nigerians’ integration,
economic mobility and have increased inequality. The impossibility to obtain a regular legal
status has undermined adults and children alike.
Data drawn from the SOMI project reveal that integration problems essentially due to an unstable
legal and socio-economic status pose several challenges to their community, challenges unknown
to the previous generation. This in turn has affected their strategies and forms of mobilization:
Although Nigerians are better educated and with higher professional skills than other ethnic
communities, the latest arrivals have not had the economic opportunities and social betterment the
first generation benefitted from. Enhanced border controls and restrictive entry conditions have
prompted some of them to circumvent the rules: rise in human trafficking, entry by deception,
overstaying which in turn have obliterated any possibility to obtain a legal status. In parallel
increased refusals to grant asylum have left many in a limbo status without any residency and
working rights and have led to deportations to Nigeria affecting in particular the youngest, some
of them being born in the UK or having lived there for most of their life. Nigerian organisations
have mobilized accordingly.
First, community organizations have had to adapt their action to cater for new needs. Social and
economic exclusion, inequality and immigration issues have had to be addressed by local
organizations, with a particular attention to the youngest to defuse risks of gang violence and
petty criminality. Interviewees resent the fact that UK securitization policies have damaged
families and potentially the social and educational prospects of the younger generation. They also
lamented the lack of funds to carry out all their projects.
Second, in the aftermath of the London bombing, spurred by the British authorities Nigerians
have sought a better collective representation via their central umbrella organisation CANUK.
Although a non-political body, this organization has been requested to interact between Nigerians
and UK authorities every time security issues have come to the fore, in particular on questions of
deportation and visa management. Other community organizations that were born in those years
were created to address reputation management and to give Nigerians’ point of view on issues
affecting them. Ultimately the dominant feeling of the community leaders interviewed was that
collaboration with UK authorities was a way to empower Nigerians in civic society. The more
they got involved the better they would be able to respond.
Third, the most prominent and well-educated members of the Nigerian community reckons that
conventional politics is also a means to influence the policy agenda and better support their
community. There is a rising trend of Nigerians elected at local and national levels. Nigerians
have now more local councillors than any other African group and representatives in both houses
of Parliament.
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Table 1 : Nigerian residents (Source: Office for National Statistics)
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Table 2: SOMI cohort of respondents
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Table 3: Push and pull factors (SOMI project)
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Table 4: Nigerians’ socio-economic profile (Source: 2011 census, ONS)
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Table 5: Educational achievement and social mobility (SOMI project)
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Table 6: SOMI project /questionnaires
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Table 7: SOMI project /questionnaires
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Table 8 : conventional forms of mobilization
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Table 9 : Nigerian candidate for a local election (SOMI project)
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Table 10: Nigerian candidate for general elections (SOMI project)

How	
  important	
  is	
  it	
  to	
  have	
  a	
  Nigerian	
  candidate	
  for	
  
general	
  elecQons?	
  
90.00%	
  
80.00%	
  
70.00%	
  
60.00%	
  
50.00%	
  
40.00%	
  
30.00%	
  
20.00%	
  
10.00%	
  
0.00%	
  
Very	
  important	
  

Fairly	
  important	
  
ChrisQans	
  

Not	
  very	
  important	
  

Muslims	
  

Don't	
  know	
  

Overall	
  rates	
  

Table 11 : Unconventional forms of mobilization for Nigerians (SOMI project)
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Table 12: Non political forms of mobilization for Nigerians (SOMI project)
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