Study Support – Higher Close Reading 2003 - Extract

If you hail from Glasgow you will have friends or relatives whose roots lie in the Irish Republic.  You will have Jewish friends or colleagues whose grandparents, a good number of them Polish or Russian, may have fled persecution in Europe.  You will eat in premises run by Italian or French proprietors.  It is a diverse cultural heritage enriched now by a large and vibrant Asian population and a smaller but significant Chinese one…

All of these immigrant populations have two things in common: they were economic migrants and their effect on their adopted homeland has been, almost without exception, a beneficial one.  That is a lesson from history some of our more hysteria-prone politicians would do well to ponder as they devise ever more unfriendly welcomes for those who would come here today to live and work.

This week the Home Secretary was assuring his French counterpart that Britain would clamp down even more severely on those working here illegally.  At the same time plans are advanced for “accommodation centres”, which will have the immediate effect of preventing natural integration, while children of immigrants are to be denied the harmonising effect of inter-racial schooling.  Meanwhile, ever more sophisticated technology is to be employed to stem the numbers of young men who risk their lives clinging to the underside of trains and lorries, or are paying obscene sums of money to the 21st century’s own version of slave traders- those traffickers in misery who make their fortunes on the back of others’ desperation.

Yet at the heart of this ever more draconian approach to immigration policy lie a number of misconceptions.  The UK is not a group of nations swamped by a tidal wave of immigration.  Relatively speaking, Europe contends with a trickle of refugees compared with countries who border areas of famine, desperate poverty, or violent political upheaval.  The countries of origin of the highest numbers coming here change from year to year, depending on the hotspots of global conflict.  A significant proportion of refugees want nothing more than to be able to return to that homeland when conditions allow…

(The opposite is the case with Scotland which over the centuries has seen many of its brightest talents emigrate never to return.)

Yet Ireland has managed to attract its young entrepreneurs back to help drive a burgeoning economy.  We must try to do likewise.  We need immigrants.  We cannot grow the necessary skills fast enough to fill the gap sites.  We need people with energy and commitment and motivation, three characteristics commonly found among those whose circumstances prompt them to make huge sacrifices to find a new life.

