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About British Arabs 
 
The first Arabs to settle in Britain in sizeable numbers were Yemeni seafarers, 
reflecting the close political and economic ties the British had developed with the 
Yemeni port of Aden in the 19th century.  These migrants, who formed communities 
in several British port cities, were mostly men.  Following the Second World War, 
more Yemenis arrived in Britain to work in the steel mills and factories in cities like 
Sheffield, and many of these were joined by families.  The well-established Yemeni-
origin communities of Sheffield, Cardiff, Birmingham, and Liverpool, continue to be 
an important component of the British Arab population, growing in recent decades 
due to family reunification and to some refugee settlement following political crisis in 
Yemen in the 1990s.   
 
While still numerically significant, the Yemeni communities in Britain’s former 
industrial centres have been eclipsed by the diverse Arab-origin community that has 
emerged mainly in London since the 1960s.  These migrants have come as a result, 
on the one hand, of political turmoil and economic stagnation in the Arab world, and 
on the other hand, of opportunities for higher education and professional 
advancement in Britain, especially in medicine, engineering, technology, and 
business.  We should note that many of our foreign-born British interviewees had 
migrated within the Arab world before coming to Britain, as workers, students, and in 
a few cases as political exiles.  Unfortunately, there are no data with which to explore 
these patterns of multiple migrations in a systematic fashion.  This survey examines 
the data that are available to us.  As with the US data, the UK data are rather patchy, 
but they do convey some of the key features of the Arab-origin population in Britain, 
as well as the diversity that exists among British Arabs. 
 
Rather than an ‘ancestry question’, as one finds on the US census, the British 
census appends ‘Other’ categories to main racial categories, and allows respondents 
to specify their ‘otherness’ in a write-in space on the census form.  In the 2001 
census, about 2 million people out of a total of 52 million people in England and 
Wales placed themselves in one of five Other categories, Asian-other, Black-other, 
White-other, Mixed-other, and ‘Other ethnic group’.  A detailed analysis of write-in 
responses and place-of-birth data conducted by the Office of National Statistics 
(2005) reveals that the Other categories, and especially in the ‘Asian-other’ and 
‘Other ethnic group’ categories, were popular with people of ‘Middle Eastern’1 and 
Arab origin.  For instance, of the 240,000 people in the Other-Asian category about 9 
percent were born in the Middle East, excluding Iran.  A further 13-14 percent of 
respondents in the category were UK-born individuals claiming a specific Arab 
ethnicity or an ethnicity based on a Middle Eastern country.  Of the 220,000 people 
in the ‘Other ethnic group’ category, about 11 percent were born in the Middle East 
and North Africa.  The write-in responses, however, show about 21 percent claiming 
Arab, North African, or ‘other Middle Eastern’ ethnicity, indicating a propensity 
among some UK-born British Arabs to identify themselves as Arabs or as an Arab 

                                            
1 In British statistical reports, ‘Middle East’ includes Bahrain, Iraq, Israel, Jordan, Kuwait, Lebanon, 
Oman, Yemen, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Syria, and the UAE, as well as Iran, which is not considered an 
Arab country.  The Middle East region excludes the Arab North African countries, including Egypt, 
Libya, Sudan, Morocco, Tunisia, and Algeria, which, according to place-of-birth statistics, contribute a 
large number of migrants to Britain. 
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nationality.  Overall, there are perhaps 104,000 individuals in England and Wales 
who claimed some Arab, North African or Middle Eastern ethnicity in the UK census.  
 
Place-of-birth data show, however, that closer to 176,000 people born in Arab 
countries2 were living in Britain in 2001, of whom about 60 percent were living in 
London (London Authority Data Management Group, 2005).   The main source 
countries, in descending order, are Iraq, Egypt, Morocco, Lebanon, Algeria, Yemen 
and Syria.  Taking into account that at least some of these individuals have British-
born children, there are likely to be closer to 300,000 people of Arab origin in 
Britain—significantly more than appear in the various Other categories.  It would 
seem, then, that people of Arab origin are scattered in an array of census categories, 
indicating the ambiguous position that Arabs occupy in Britain’s particular racial 
formula.   
 
Despite the numerical disparities between them, the Arab/Middle Eastern clusters 
within the ‘Other categories’ and place-of-birth data are consistent in revealing the 
relatively high economic status of British Arabs.  A statistical report commissioned by 
the Greater London Authority, detailing the occupational status of Arab immigrants in 
the capital, is especially informative in this regard.  A breakdown of the data by 
country of birth shows immigrants from the several of the main source countries—
Egypt, Iraq, Lebanon, and Syria—are significantly overrepresented in the top two 
occupational categories (Managers and senior officials and professionals) relative to 
the London population at large.  For instance, while 32.5 percent of economically 
active Londoners are in the top two occupational categories, 45 percent of 
Egyptians, 47 percent of Iraqis, 42.5 percent of Lebanese, and 43 percent of Syrians 
are.  Also notable are the high proportions of professionals and managers among 
some of the smaller nationalities.  Almost 55 percent of economically active migrants 
from the Palestinian Occupied Territories and 53 percent of Jordanians (many of 
whom are likely to be Palestinians by origin) are in the top two occupational 
categories.   The data, however, also point to significant variations in occupational 
status among Arab immigrants.  Those born in Morocco and Algeria, for instance, 
are less likely to work in professional and managerial occupations than Londoners as 
a whole (26 percent versus 32.5 percent respectively) (see Table 1).     
 
Another interesting characteristic that emerges from these data is the variation in 
gender balance among different Arab nationalities (Table 1).   In only one instance—
migrants from the United Arab Emirates—does the ratio between men and women 
match that of London population as a whole.  In some instances, as among the 
Algerians and the Yemenis, the gender imbalance is quite striking.  Given the wide 
variation between different Arab nationalities, it is difficult to arrive at any broad 
cultural explanations for gender imbalances.   It is likely that this variation reflects a 
combination of gender expectations, class dynamics, economic and political 
circumstances within specific national contexts.  The gendered character of 
migration from the Middle East, and differences between different Arab nationalities, 
is a topic worthy of further study. 
                                            
2 Including Algeria, Bahrain, Egypt, Iraq, Jordan, Kuwait, Lebanon, Libya, Morocco, the Occupied 
Territories, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Syria, Tunisia, UAE, and Yemen.  This excludes the Arab 
League countries of Comoros, Djibouti, Mauritania because of lack of data.  This also excludes Arab 
League countries of Somalia and Sudan because large components of migrant streams from these 
countries would not be considered ethnically or linguistically Arab.   
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Selected Arab immigrant groups in London:  Population size; % of employed in 
managerial/professional (A/B) occupations; % in post-16 education; sex 
Source: London Authority Data Management Group, 2005 (based on UK 2001 
Census)  
 Population  Percent in A/B 

occupations 
Percent male Percent female 

 
London 
 

 
~7.3 million 

 
32.5 

 
48.2 

 
51.6 

Algeria 6,408 25.9 71.0 29.0 
Egypt 9,120 44.7 56.2 43.8 
Iraq 17,294 46.6 55.3 44.7 
Jordan 968 53.0 58.4 41.6 
Lebanon 7,418 42.5 55.4 44.6 
Morocco 7,904 25.8 51.2 48.8 
Occupied 
Territories 

970 54.9 56.6 43.4 

Saudi 
Arabia 

3,011 48.5 53.0 47.0 

Syria 2,066 43.3 55.9 44.1 
Tunisia 1,395 31.9 55.8 44.2 
UAE 1,314 34.5 48.4 51.6 
Yemen 3,671 29.6 60.7 39.3 
 
 
Immigration data provide additional insights into British Arabs communities by 
revealing the dynamics of population movements between the Arab world and 
Britain.  Over the past decade, inflows from the Middle East to the UK generally have 
outweighed outflows from the UK to the Middle East.  Between 1995 and 2004, net 
migration from the Middle East to the UK, based on place of last and next residence, 
has ranged from +3,300 to +20,500 per year, with the high point of migration taking 
place between 2001 and 2002 (see Table 2).  This net increase in migrants from the 
Middle East corresponds with overall positive net migration to the UK over the past 
several years.  Analyses of International Passenger Surveys (IPS)3, likewise, show 
significant net migration of people born in the Middle East, with a positive net 
migration of 11,000 people in 2004.   

                                            
3 IPS estimates are based on face-to-face surveys with samples of passengers leaving and entering 
British airports and seaports.  These surveys record entrants’ intended length of stay in the UK, and 
count as ‘immigrants’ individuals intending to stay for at least one year.  IPS data do not include those 
entering the UK to claim asylum. 



 4 

 

 
 
IPS data from 2004 also reveal that close to 80 percent of migrants from the Middle 
East intended to stay in Britain for at least 3 years (see Table 3).   
 
 
Table 3: International migration, estimates from IPS, 2004. Length of stay 
by country of last or next residence (Middle East, 000s). 
Source: Office for National Statistics, Series MN, no. 31 

 
 All 1-2yrs 3-4yrs 4+yrs Not sure 

Inflow 19.6 5.4 3.4 10.0 0.9 
Outflow 9.6 3.8 1.3 4.3 0.2 
Balance +10.0 +1.7 +2.1 +5.7 +0.7 

 
 
One of the largest segments of the overall migrant population in Britain comprises 
students, with about 131,000 people coming to Britain in 2004 alone for formal study.  
Data published by the Higher Education Statistics Agency (HESA) show 13,415 
students from the Middle East region enrolled in higher education institutions (i.e. 
universities) in Britain in 2004/5.  This is about 7 percent of all foreign students in 
Britain’s higher education system.  Again, we see pronounced sex disparities in 
these data, with almost 70 percent of students from the Middle East being male.   
 
The data report commissioned by the Greater London Authority shows a 
disproportionately high representation of students among some Arab immigrant 
groups in London.  While 9.5 percent of Londoners over the age of 16 are students, 
32 percent of Kuwaitis, 40 percent of Omanis, and 50 percent of Saudis in London 
are.  Absolute numbers of Gulf Arabs, of course, are quite small, but we see 
disproportionately large—albeit not dramatically so—segments of the larger Arab 
immigrant groups in post-16 education.  The exceptions to this pattern are London’s 

Table 2: International Migration from the Middle East to the UK (000s), 
(adjusted estimates), 1995-2004 
Source: Office for National Statistics, Series MN, no. 31 

Year Inflow Outflow Balance 
1995 13.4 10.1 +3.3 
1996 13.5   8.1 +5.3 
1997 15.0 13.3 +1.7 
1998 13.2   9.2 +4.0 
1999 15.2 10.2 +5.0 
2000 29.6 14.8 +14.8 
2001 29.8   9.3 +20.5 
2002 32.0 11.9 +20.1 
2003 26.5   6.9 +19.6 
2004 26.5 12.1 +14.4 
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Moroccan and Tunisian communities (see Table 4).  It is difficult to say how many of 
these students will convert their student status to full-time residency after their 
course of study.  But we can surmise, based on the relatively high occupational 
status of British Arabs and the migration stories of many of our interviewees, that 
undergraduate and postgraduate study is an important route to settlement in Britain 
for many British Arabs.   
 

Finally, asylum statistics provide 
some insight into the Arab-origin 
population in Britain.  Between 
1997 and 2005, over 63,560 
people from Arab countries—
mainly Iraq and Algeria, with 
smaller numbers from Sudan, 
Libya, Syria, and Yemen—
claimed asylum in Britain (see 
Table 5).4  These represent 
about 13% of total applications 
for asylum over this eight-year 
period.  In 2002, on the eve of 
the US/UK invasion of Iraq, 
Iraqis alone represented 17 
percent of total asylum 
applications in the UK (Home 
Office, 2006).  Our interviews 
with social service providers 
catering to Iraqi and Algerian 
populations, in particular, attest 

to the significant impact these asylum seekers have had on Arab communities in 
Britain.   
 
But the importance of asylum as a route of settlement in Britain will most certainly 
decline in years to come as the British government continues to impose harsh 
restrictions on asylum seekers (see Sales, 2005).  The number of asylum applicants 
has fallen precipitously in the past few years—from a high of 84,130 in 2002 to 
25,710 in 2005—in response to severe measures imposed on asylum seekers by 
most EU states, including carrier sanctions and visa requirements.  In 2005, only 1 
percent of Algerian and fewer than 1 percent Iraqi asylum seekers were granted 
refugee status in Britain; the most successful asylum seekers from the Arab world in 
2005 were Libyans, 7 percent of whom were granted refugee status.  Some asylum 
seekers are given other forms of leave to remain in Britain, and others are successful 
on appeal.  Still others become lost in the system and remain in Britain illegally.  But 
it is clear that future growth in Britain’s Arab population is unlikely to come from 
asylum seekers and refugees, regardless of the political upheavals that afflict the 
Arab world.   

                                            
4 It must be recognized that not all individuals claiming asylum from Arab countries would consider 
themselves Arabs.  It is likely, for instance, that many Iraqi asylum seekers are Kurds and many 
Sudanese asylum seekers are ‘black Africans’ from the southern Sudan. 

Table 4: Selected Arab immigrant groups in 
London, % in post-16 education 
Source: London Authority Data Management 
Group, 2005 (based on UK 2001 Census) 
 
London 

 
9.5 

Algeria 10.8 
Bahrain 25.3 
Iraq 12.6 
Jordan 17.1 
Kuwait 32.1 
Morocco 5.2 
Oman 40.3 
Saudi Arabia 49.8 
Syria 15.5 
Tunisia 4.7 
UAE 50.8 
Yemen 5.2 
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Table 5: Asylum applications received, excluding dependents, 1997-2005 
Source: Asylum Statistics, United Kingdom 2005, Home Office Statistical Bulletin 
14/06 
 

 
 
1997 

 
1998 

 
1999 

 
2000 

 
2001 

 
2002 

 
2003 

 
2004 

 
2005 

 
Total 

 
Algeria 

 
  715 

 
1260 

 
1385 

 
1635 

 
1140 

 
   1060 

 
  550 

 
  490 

 
255 

 
8490 

 
Iraq 

 
1075 

 
1295 

 
1800 

 
7475 

 
6680 

 
14,570 4015 1695 1415 40,020 

 
Libya 100 115 115 155 140 200 145 160 125 1255 
 
Syria 50 65 95 140 110 70 110 350 330 1320 
 
Sudan 230 250 280 415 390 655 930 1305 885 5340 
Other 
ME* 525 565 835 1035 915 850 825 870 715 7135 
 
Total 2695 3550 4510 10855 9375 17,405 6575 4870 3725 63,560 
*excluding Iran 
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