
Ugandan Asians 

Motion to Take Note 

2.40 pm 

Moved By Lord Popat 

That this House takes note of the contribution made by the Ugandan Asian 

community in the United Kingdom on the occasion of the 40th anniversary of their 

expulsion from Uganda. 

Lord Popat: My Lords, it is an honour and a privilege to move the Motion standing in my 

name on the Order Paper. This debate means a great deal to me and my fellow Ugandan 

Asians, and I am very grateful to the powers that be for granting government time for this 

debate. 

In 1997, on the 25th anniversary of the expulsion, the great businessman Manubhai 

Madhvani-sadly now departed-said of the Ugandan Asians: 

"We came here 25 years ago full of anxiety to an unknown land. The British people extended 

a welcoming hand enabling us to make this country our home. Very few people tend to say 

thank you. We intend to be different". 

This debate gives me a chance, on behalf of so many, to say thank you. 

This story begins long before the expulsion in 1972. Indians started moving to east Africa in 

large numbers in the 18th and 19th centuries to build railways on behalf of the British, and 

others followed. Some of them became very successful entrepreneurs and established 

themselves among the business elite. One company alone, the Madhvani Group, accounted 

for 12% of Uganda's national output, and many other firms excelled. Uganda was granted 

independence in 1962, and the Ugandan Asians set about working with the Government to 

build the economy further, including constructing schools and hospitals. Yet, as we all know, 

things did not progress smoothly. 

I remember the rise of Idi Amin particularly well. On 25 January 1971, I was at Entebbe 

International Airport as my sister was due to travel to Britain for her studies. At the stroke of 

midnight, confusion spread as the army moved in and seized control of the airport. The flight 

was cancelled, and at three in the morning we were asked to vacate the airport. The 21-mile 

journey from Entebbe to Kampala was the longest of my life. The radio told us of the coup, 

and I will never forget the harrowing sight of bodies scattered along the roads. Relations 

between the Ugandan Asians and the new regime continued to sour. Many of us, including 

myself, knew that our time was up and left before we were pushed. 

During Uganda's independence, Ugandan Asians had been given British protected passports, 

and in May 1971 my father sent me here to Britain as a student. Others who stayed were not 

so lucky. On 4 August 1972, Idi Amin announced that he had had a dream in which God had 

told him to expel the Asians, and he issued a decree ordering almost all Asians-some 60,000 

of them-to leave. At the hands of this brutal  
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dictator, who murdered and tortured hundreds of thousands of people, these 60,000 people 

were forced to leave behind everything but the clothes on their backs. They were brutally 

evicted and given only three months to leave. 

The expulsion led to a global game of political football. India made it clear that the 60,000 

were Britain's responsibility. Kenya closed its borders to them. Advertisements in Leicester 

warned us not to go there as there was no housing and no jobs. Friends and family ended up 

far afield in Canada, India, the US and many other places. Yet the then Conservative Prime 

Minister, Edward Heath, and his Government rose above the rhetoric of Enoch Powell and 

others and demonstrated the compassion that I have come to associate with Britain. He ruled 

that Britain had a legal and moral responsibility to take in those with British passports. 

Over 28,000 homeless and scared refugees arrived between August and November at 

Stansted Airport. In an age when flights are now so regular, it is difficult to appreciate how 

organised the British were to ferry 28,000 people across two continents in 90 days. It was a 

great testament to those involved and to British organisation that the operation went so 

smoothly. Those arriving were greeted at Stansted by a large number of charitable and 

voluntary organisations, which gave them food and shelter. The then Home Secretary, Robert 

Carr, established the Uganda Resettlement Board, and 16 temporary camps were set up 

across the country on old military bases. The resettlement committee did fantastic work and 

we are very grateful to them, including Praful Patel, who was the sole Asian member of the 

board. 

It was a very difficult time for those who came across. Many of us encountered racial 

tensions, jobs were not always plentiful, and life was very difficult initially. My great friend 

and colleague in the other place and fellow Ugandan Asian, Shailesh Vara, has said in the 

past of the Ugandan Asians: 

"Rather than looking at their expulsion as life-destroying, they saw it as a setback. They 

didn't stay downcast, got up, and started over again"; 

and start over again we did. The Ugandan Asians have helped to transform the fabric of 

British society, and the children and grandchildren of those who came across are now 

excelling in so many fields. Today in Britain, Ugandan Asians play a sizeable role in the 

national economy. While exact figures are not easily available for the impact of this one 

community, Britons with south Asian roots today make up 2.5% of the population but 

account for 10% of our national output. The number of Ugandan Asians on the rich list is also 

sizeable. The influence of the Ugandan Asians has also spread to British politics. Within this 

House we have four Ugandan Asians-the noble Baroness, Lady Vadera, the noble Lord, Lord 

Sheikh, and myself, as well as the most reverend Primate the Archbishop of York; and in the 

other place we also have Shailesh Vara. 

Perhaps our most notable achievement has been to come to the nation of shopkeepers and 

transform the shopping experience for British consumers. When we arrived, shops shut at 

5pm on weekdays and were  
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closed on weekends. It was the Ugandan Asians who introduced late night shopping and 

Sunday openings. Within the Ugandan Asian community, and east African Asians in general, 

we have a large number of eminent doctors and surgeons, and I am proud to say that 

members of our community are serving today in the Armed Forces and the police. 

Our community is often at the top of the education league tables, and we have a new 

generation of British-born children who are excelling. A large percentage of our children 

study at Russell Group universities, and many of our British-born youngsters are now 

reaching the higher tiers of their professions, perhaps most notably in the City. 

The Ugandan Asians in Britain are philanthropic; always giving back to the society that has 

given so much to them. I was very proud this year to see our community celebrating Her 

Majesty the Queen's Diamond Jubilee and to hear of so many Ugandan Asians giving up time 

to volunteer for the Olympic and Paralympic Games. 

In a moment, I wish to reflect on why I feel we have been so successful in Britain. First I 

want to reflect on, and praise Uganda for, the journey that she has been on since we left. I 

returned to Uganda earlier this year as a member of our delegation for the Inter-Parliamentary 

Union assembly in Kampala. I was staggered by the progress made in 40 years in so many 

fields. It is remarkable that a country Winston Churchill once referred to as the "Pearl of 

Africa", that went through Idi Amin's dictatorship and a brutal civil war in its first 25 years of 

independence, is now such a friendly and outward-facing country. 

Unfortunately, the Ugandan economy under Idi Amin fell apart; yet Britain and Uganda now 

do almost £150 million of bilateral trade every year-a number that I am confident can grow 

substantially. I am delighted that the Ugandan high commissioner has been able to join us 

today. Her Majesty the Queen, who is and always will remain a great inspiration to the 

Ugandan Asians, visited Uganda in 2007, and organisations such as the Commonwealth 

Parliamentary Association and the Inter-Parliamentary Union continue to support the building 

of democracy there. 

So much of this improvement is down to President Museveni, who in 1997, to commemorate 

the 25th anniversary of our expulsion, came to Neasden Temple and invited back those who 

had been forced to leave in 1972. This brought closure to so many of my friends, and a small 

few even chose to return. Today in Uganda, the Madhvani Group is once again the largest 

private sector enterprise, showing how time really can be a great healer. 

So why have the Ugandan Asians been so successful in Britain? The answer, I believe, lies in 

our values. Ugandan Asians have always believed in aspiration, enterprise and the importance 

of family-three of the values that Britain holds most dear. We have also come to understand 

the importance of hard work and education, which are things that we have learnt here rather 

than imported with us. We believe in self-reliance yet understand, perhaps because of our 

ordeals, the need for a strong community and to support those most in need. Yet we are also 

fiercely patriotic. We  
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believe in Britain: its values, its tradition and its ability to act as a beacon on the international 



stage. We are proud to be British; we are the embodiment of people who have found a home 

that we love and where we belong. 

Our values mirror those of the society around us. We have integrated into British society and 

adopted many new customs along the way, but we have managed to combine the maintaining 

of elements of our roots and heritage while ensuring that we are British through and through. 

As a community, we owe a great deal to the Jewish population and to the Board of Deputies 

of British Jews for helping us to develop. In researching for this debate, I came across an 

article from the Chief Rabbi, the noble Lord, Lord Sacks, in which he said: 

"Many Jews of my parents' generation owed their lives to this country. It took them in when 

they faced persecution elsewhere. They loved Britain and deeply internalized its values". 

The parallels with my own community are, to me, obvious. 

So often, our national debate on immigration comes down to numerical details. I would argue 

that integration is a more important element. If you are willing to work hard, learn the 

language and give back to this great nation, most people do not mind about your skin colour 

or where you come from. My noble friend Lord Tebbit, who sadly could not join us today, 

wrote to me ahead of this debate. He originally opposed the arrival of the Ugandan Asians 

but said in his letter: 

"It is clear that the Ugandan Asian community has become integrated into Britain and 

upholds British values and standards". 

They have, he went on, 

"made a remarkable contribution to our economy and the Chancellor's tax revenues 

and a below average call on his expenditure". 

We do not want a multicultural society in which different communities and religions are 

encouraged to live separate lives under different social structures. That form of 

multiculturalism is not how we build a strong and stable nation. In the same article, the Chief 

Rabbi concludes: 

"Without shared values and a sense of collective identity, no society can sustain itself for 

long". 

I could not agree more. Britain is a different place from the one that I arrived in. It is more 

tolerant of ethnic minorities and the glass ceiling that prevented their rise in many professions 

has, I believe, been smashed. It is not difficult to imagine Britain continuing to become a 

more ethnically diverse place and, as long as we can maintain the values that have made 

Britain great, this is not a cause for concern. 

The tale of Ugandan Asians in Britain is one that makes me proud, particularly when I see 

how much the new generation of British Indians has excelled. In 40 years, we have come far 

and I hope that our community continues to pay Britain back for what she has given us. At 

the launch of the Conservative Friends of India in April of this year, the Prime Minister said: 



"The East African Indians have been one of the most successful groups of immigrants to any 

country anywhere in history", 

and that they, 

"give so much to this incredible country". 
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The element I am most proud of is how we have integrated into British society and become a 

values-led community. The expulsion was difficult on so many levels and we cannot forget 

those who lost their lives, but we are a strong community and better people because of the 

challenge we had to overcome. 

On the 40th anniversary of our expulsion from Uganda, I wish to conclude by saying thank 

you to everyone who has helped to make Britain our home: to the volunteers who met us at 

the airport; to Ted Heath and his Cabinet, who took such a courageous political decision; to 

Her Majesty the Queen, who has been inspirational; and to the hundreds of thousands of 

people who have helped us to develop as a community. Thank you. We are so incredibly 

grateful. 

2.54 pm 

Lord Parekh: My Lords, I thank the noble Lord, Lord Popat, for securing this debate. He is 

himself an excellent example of the subject of our discussion. He came to this country 

traumatised and penniless, and is now a successful businessman and a member of your 

Lordships' House. Over the centuries, Britain has welcomed and given a home to many 

persecuted minorities. It is striking that Ugandan Asians have come to occupy a special place 

in our national narrative. Indeed, they have become a term of art for referring to all east 

African Asians. That has to do with the way in which the Ugandan Asians came and settled, 

and the way in which British society responded to them. 

There were about 75,000 Asians in Uganda, constituting about 1% of the population. Around 

35,000 of them had British passports. They became a target of hostility and tribal politics and 

were subjected to expropriation and brutality. About 8,000 families, numbering about 28,000 

people, arrived in Britain over a period of 90 days. It is important to bear in mind that, unlike 

the way in which we have dithered about responding to Kenyan Asians, Britain welcomed 

them, honoured their British passports and made provisions for their settlement. Enoch 

Powell moved a motion at the Conservative Party conference condemning government policy 

but the Young Conservatives and the Federation of Conservative Students saw to it that the 

motion was defeated by 1,721 votes to 736. 

The Heath Government was unbending; not only that, they gave leadership to British public 

opinion. It is very striking that this was more or less the first time since the Second World 

War that ordinary British people had offered their homes and hospitality to people whom they 

had never seen, as they did with the Ugandan Asians. In the first three months, 2,000 private 

individuals had offered their homes, and within about a year that figure had risen to 5,000. 



Among them, several political and religious leaders had offered their homes. I gather that one 

Member of this House whom I know quite well-the noble Baroness, Lady Bottomley-and her 

husband Peter Bottomley were among those who offered their home to a Ugandan Asian 

family. 

Of course, there were cases where some local authorities panicked, not being quite sure what 

was in store for them. The fine city of Leicester was one of them; it put a notice in a Ugandan 

newspaper saying, "Please  
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do not come here". To its credit, it must be remembered that that notice-I have a copy of the 

advertisement-referred to the fact that they should not come, as advised by the Uganda 

Resettlement Board-in other words, the decision was taken by the URB, not by the city of 

Leicester on its own. The city acted in that way because it was not quite sure how many of 

the 75,000 people would be going there or what the central Government's policy would be. It 

was only a few months later that central Government introduced Section 11 of the Local 

Government Act 1966. To its great credit, Leicester-in spite of that advertisement, which in a 

historical context is fully understandable-welcomed them and provided them with a home 

where they could flourish. That was Britain at its best, and it goes to show how immigration, 

if wisely handled, can become a source of great public support and strength. 

To their credit, the Ugandan Asians reciprocated in the same spirit of gratitude and self-help. 

Many of them refused to accept the help that the Government were extending to them, while 

some who accepted financial help returned it. Within 15 years, all 28,300 of the Ugandan 

Asians who had come here had settled down. Never before in British history has a persecuted 

group established itself so well in such a short time, without recourse to public resources. 

That is a wonderful example to all minorities and that is the Ugandan Asians' first 

contribution-one to be measured not in terms of their monetary and professional contribution 

but in terms of the historical example that they have set to other minorities. 

The second contribution is no less important. I hope you will forgive me if I concentrate on 

non-tangible aspects of their contribution; after all, I am a philosopher by training. This 

contribution has to do with the fact that in spite of being persecuted and harassed, they did 

not bear a grudge against the Ugandan Government. They did not become an anti-Ugandan 

lobby, as they could have easily done. They blamed Amin but not the country and its people. 

As the noble Lord, Lord Popat said, they took great pride in returning to the country from 

time to time. That spirit of forgiveness and reconciliation is their second great contribution. 

While many Ugandan Asians came to Britain, some of them went to Canada, Australia, the 

United States and even India. Family members were scattered all over the world and formed a 

vibrant trans-national network. As a result, there is hardly a Ugandan Asian family that does 

not have one branch in Canada, one in the United States and one in India. This not only 

makes them a transnational network; it also gives them a unique global and cosmopolitan 

consciousness. That is the third great contribution: a way of looking at the world that is 

grounded in global interconnectedness. 

The fourth great contribution of the Ugandan Asians is at the level of culture. They have built 

temples and community centres. Sadly, not many noble Lords can read or write the language, 

but many of them have written wonderful short stories and poetry in their language, which 



also happens to be my language-namely, Guajarati. In fact, they are the only minority I know 

who have produced a rich, vibrant literature on their experiences in Uganda and in Britain. 

 

 

6 Dec 2012 : Column 808 
 

 

They have also profoundly transformed our shopping culture, living on top of the shop, 

opening until late and serving exotic items, with all family members joining in to look after 

the shop, ranging from the grandfather to the grandchild of seven. They provide a kind of 

shelter-a lively, vibrant place-in inner cities. 

They have also thrown up a prosperous middle class, giving the utmost importance to the 

education of their children. It is very striking that their children tend to be high achievers at 

GCSE and A-level; many of them are finding their way into some of our great universities. 

The third generation of Ugandan Asians-and they are what we are now talking about-has 

continued this trend. Ugandan Asians, in short, are continuing to make an invaluable 

contribution and to provide a great pool of commercial and professional talent. I join the rest 

of your Lordships in saluting this country and in welcoming and celebrating the contributions 

made by Ugandan Asians to this country. 

3.02 pm 

Lord Steel of Aikwood: I congratulate the noble Lord, Lord Popat, on introducing this 

debate today and warmly thank him. I have to begin with an apology, because when I put my 

name down, I thought the debate was going to start at 2 pm and I have to attend an 

engagement in my former constituency this evening over snow-covered roads. I hope the 

Front Benches will acquit me of discourtesy for not being here at the wind-up and 

transgressing the Companion in that way. 

I did not want to withdraw my name because of my own personal background in this matter. 

My father was a minister of the Church of Scotland, ministering for eight years to the Scots 

population in Kenya and Uganda officially, and Tanganyika unofficially. As a boy, I drove 

with him on his preaching tours during the school holidays throughout those three territories. 

I have used every excuse and opportunity to go back and visit those places whenever I can, 

and I will be again during the February Recess. 

The problem for the Asians in east Africa started not in Uganda but in Kenya, with the 

Africanisation programme of the Kenyatta Government. At that point, the Asian population 

of Kenya was less than 2% of the whole. They had come there from 1895 onwards to build 

the railway and develop a considerable role in trading in the colony. Sadly, in 1967-68, when 

they started to come to Britain because of the Africanisation programme, there was a great 

controversy in this country about what should be done about it-against the wishes of people 

like Iain Macleod and Hugh Fraser, who had been the Ministers responsible at the time of 

independence of these territories. They had given the Asian-in fact, the whole expatriate-

population two years in which to opt either for local citizenship or to retain British 

citizenship. Many had retained British citizenship, but the Government of the day decided to 



introduce the Commonwealth Immigrants Act 1968, which withdrew that fundamental right 

of entry into this country. It was something to which we in the Liberal Party at that time were 

very much opposed, and I was very proud of my party that we divided the  
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House of Commons against the Second Reading of that Bill. We only had 10 Members at that 

time, but we attracted 62 others from the major parties into the Lobby in protest against that 

decision. Interestingly enough, I looked up what the vote was in this Chamber, and it was 

much closer. With the influence of the Bishops and other sensible people, the vote in favour 

of the Bill was carried narrowly by 109 votes to 85, which shows again how this Chamber 

was perhaps rather more principled than that of the Commons. 

Anyway, I wrote a book about it at the time and that much neglected work I discovered in the 

Library here cost £2 at the time. I could not find my own copy, so I went on to Amazon and I 

found that I could get one for £44. I wish that everything I have done had risen at the same 

rate. That is slightly irrelevant, because the impact of that Act clearly had to be withdrawn 

when Idi Amin's Government in Uganda started to expel the British population by force. In 

1971, I went on a visit to Kampala to meet a member of Idi Amin's Government who had 

been at university with me in Edinburgh; later I had to flee the country. The British high 

commission was not very happy to have a Member of Parliament on its hands, and insisted 

that I be driven back to Entebbe Airport for 21 miles-to which the noble Lord, Lord Popat, 

referred-in the daylight, getting there at 6 pm, when the plane from Nairobi was coming 

through at midnight. For six hours, I sat in the airport, accompanied by the noble Lord, Lord 

Kirkwood, who at that time was my assistant. We watched the exodus of the Asians: we 

watched their baggage being looted and dumped on the tarmac; we watched their jewellery 

and watches being taken off them. I wrote at the time: 

"I have never witnessed such scenes of unbridled abusive power and virtual anarchy". 

It was a terrible episode. 

I will be brief because I am not able to stay. Winston Churchill visited the colonies in 1908; 

he was Under-Secretary of State for the Colonies at the time. He wrote: 

"It is the Indian trader who, penetrating and maintaining himself in all sorts of places to 

which no white man would go, or in which no white man could earn a living, has more than 

anyone else developed the early beginnings of trade and opened up the first slender means of 

communication. It was by Indian labour that the one vital railway on which everything else 

depends was constructed. It is the Indian banker who supplies perhaps the largest part of the 

capital yet available for business and enterprise, and to whom the white settlers have not 

hesitated to recur for financial aid". 

That was written in 1908 and it was that spirit of enterprise and adventure that these people 

brought so commendably to this country, and for which we thank them. 

3.08 pm 

Lord Singh of Wimbledon: It is a pleasure to follow the noble Lord, Lord Steel, who has 

done so much over the years to assist not only the Ugandan Asians but many others on these 



shores. I, too, would like to thank the noble Lord, Lord Popat, for securing this important 

debate celebrating the tremendous contribution of Ugandan Asians to the life of this country 

following their expulsion from Uganda by Idi Amin 40 years ago. 
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Looking back to the time of the expulsion, I recall the arrival of disorientated people with 

little more than the clothes they were wearing. I was struck by both the resilience of the 

Ugandan Asians and the extraordinary generosity of the British people. There were some 

noisy, ill informed protests against the decision of Edward Heath's Government to welcome 

bewildered refugees who, in some cases, had been thrown out of the land of their birth. 

Edward Heath rightly earned the lasting gratitude of Ugandan Asians, and his humanitarian 

stance was, as we have heard, widely supported by many others. 

Following the end of the First World War, immigrants from India, mainly Gujarat and 

Punjab, were encouraged to bring their enterprise and skills to newly developing British east 

Africa-to Kenya, Uganda and Tanganyika. Life was tough, and they endured many hardships. 

My father was a medical officer there for some years, and he would tell us about the 

difficulties the early pioneers had in establishing themselves in a new country. Over the 

years, they gradually became the industrial and commercial backbone of the country, with 

their own schools, places of worship, clubs and community centres. Then, suddenly 

confronted with Idi Amin's cruel and erratic behaviour, they were forced to leave their settled 

life behind and seek a new future in Britain. 

Well educated and previously reasonably wealthy people had to leave their homes, assets and 

African friends for the uncertainty of life in a new country. Some spent a brief period in 

resettlement camps and from there sought cheap, crowded accommodation and worked all 

hours of the day to feed themselves and their families. However, their extraordinary 

resilience and spirit of enterprise stayed with them. They worked long hours running corner 

shops or in low-paid employment. By dint of hard work, some slowly moved into the food 

and clothing warehouse businesses. 

Others, as we know, moved into wider branches of industry and commerce, bringing trade 

and adding value to the country that had given them refuge in their hour of need. The same 

spirit of enterprise soon took them and their children into medicine, law and other 

professions. I remember a young lad in a local corner shop who used to do his homework in 

between serving customers; today, he is a university professor. 

Noble Lords have heard of some of the individual achievements and successes, and I want to 

focus on another very important achievement that has lessons for us all today. One of the 

criticisms of immigrant communities is that they are sometimes reluctant to integrate into the 

life and norms of their adopted country, instead leading parallel lives in what are sometimes 

termed ghettoes. It is a two-way thing. On the one side, some immigrants tend to fear the 

hostility of others and therefore keep together. Unfortunately this itself increases suspicion, 

and sometimes a measure of actual hostility, in the host population. We see a little of this 

today in some parts of Yorkshire, where even those born here sometimes seem to lead 



separate lives. None of this applies to those who came here from Uganda 40 years ago. Many 

in Britain understood and sympathised with their plight, and the new arrivals enthusiastically 

adapted  
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to their new environment where they have since gone on to reach the highest level in local 

and national government, including a much valued presence in your Lordships' House. 

As I said, successful integration is a two-way process, and I want to end by paying tribute to 

the British people for their kindness and generosity in welcoming Asians forced out of 

Uganda. It is truly a remarkable success story which has important lessons for us today in a 

world of increasing movement of populations and cultures. 

3.14 pm 

Lord Cormack: My Lords, it is a great pleasure once again to follow the noble Lord, Lord 

Singh. I did so a few weeks ago. I speak in this debate for two reasons. The first is that 

towards the end of March last year, I sat by my noble friend Lord Popat shortly before he 

made his maiden speech. There was an exchange on the Floor of the House on prayers. I shall 

never forget it because he said to me, "I can't say anything because I haven't made my maiden 

speech"-and, of course, he could not-"Could you let it be known that those of us who are not 

Christians but are of other faiths attach great importance to the established church in this 

country and to the ritual of daily prayers in this Chamber?". I was very moved by that, and I 

did indeed quote my noble friend and make those points on the Floor of this House. I was 

moved by it because it was indicative, in a few sentences, of what the noble Lord, Lord 

Singh, has just said: the way in which this community has become part of Britain in every 

possible sense. My noble friend, in his admirable opening speech, made that very plain. 

My second reason for wanting to say a few words in this debate is that I was elected to the 

House of Commons in 1970. I was one of the Conservatives who helped to create the 

majority for Edward Heath by defeating the late Lady Lee-Jennie Lee, as she then was-in the 

Cannock constituency. I represented a seat that was adjacent to Wolverhampton. I am proud 

to say that I was until his dying day a great friend of Enoch Powell. Indeed, I had the 

privilege of giving the address at his funeral. He was not right on everything but then, nor is 

anyone else. 

I was proud to be in the House of Commons when the Conservative Prime Minister said, 

"This is our duty. There can be no equivocation. These are British subjects with British 

passports. They are being expelled from their country which in many cases is the land of their 

birth. They are entitled to come here and they will be welcome here". I was one of those 

Conservative Members who was proud to support a Prime Minister who was doing what was 

right. Although it was not desperately convenient and there was very understandable concern 

at the numbers of immigrants coming into this country, here was a special category-a group 

who did not deserve to suffer from that 1968 Bill of which my noble friend Lord Steel of 

Aikwood spoke so movingly a few moments ago. 

They came here and we all know what has happened since. They integrated into our country. 

They infused a new life into the economy in many parts of the land. They worked. They 

prospered. They learnt how to  
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adapt to and adopt British ways. They are a remarkable example to which only one other 

community can perhaps be compared. They have already been referred to-the Jews who came 

here, not necessarily expelled, but forced to flee the tyranny of Nazi Germany before the war. 

As a very young Member of Parliament I was already aware of what it was like to live in a 

country where, because of your colour or your religion, you were persecuted. In this context I 

am delighted that I am to be followed in this debate by my friend-and I use the word very 

advisedly-the noble Lord, Lord Janner of Braunstone. He and I in 1970-another founder 

member, the noble Lord, Lord Dykes, is also here-helped to found the Campaign for the 

Release of Soviet Jewry. They were people in Soviet Russia who were not allowed to 

worship or to live normal lives but for whom there was an opportunity, if they could get a 

visa, to get out of the country. The noble Lords, Lord Janner and Lord Dykes, and I and 

others-I think of our friend Sir Ivan Lawrence who was a Member of Parliament at that time 

and was part of our group-worked very hard to draw attention to their plight. 

That was the underlying reason why, in many ways, I felt that it would be utterly inconsistent 

and totally wrong, working as we were on that front, to do anything other than give the most 

unequivocal support to Edward Heath in the difficult but principled stand he took when it 

came to the Ugandan Asians. Although he is far too modest to say this, my noble friend Lord 

Popat is a living example of the rightness of that decision. He came to this country, put much 

into it, prospered as a result-I am delighted to say-and is a valued Member of your Lordships' 

House. What greater example can there be of progress from exile-a member of a repudiated 

and expelled community obtaining a position of leadership and influence in his adopted 

country, of which he is rightly and so movingly proud? 

Over the years, all of us in politics make many, many mistakes. We are all guilty of missing 

opportunities but in this case the British Government of the day held fast to that which was 

good. They did not render evil for evil but said "Welcome" and, as a result, they have been 

richly rewarded. I should like to conclude by echoing the words of my noble friend Lord 

Steel of Aikwood. It is very splendid that my noble friend Lord Popat has said thank you to 

this country but we owe a big thank you to him and to his community for all they have done. 

3.22 pm 

Lord Janner of Braunstone: My Lords, I thank the noble Lord, Lord Cormack, especially 

for his kind words about me and about the Jewish community, of which am part. I praise my 

noble friend Lord Popat on this remarkable and important debate on the occasion of the 40th 

anniversary of the exile of the Ugandan Asian community from their home by Idi Amin. My 

noble friend was right that there similarities between his community and my Jewish family 

who were immigrants. I also thank the noble Lord, Lord Cormack, for his very kind words. 

He has long been a friend of mine and I only regret that he sits on the wrong side of the 

House. 
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I remember all of this so well and I am delighted to share my memories with the House today 

and to speak of my experience with the unique and wonderful Ugandan Asian community 

from 1970, when I had just become an MP for part of Leicester. We could ask why the 

Ugandan Asian community chose Leicester. The first immigrants went to the city by chance 

and the rest by recommendation. My Jewish family had fled intolerance and discrimination, 

and had moved to Britain, as did many Asian families who moved to live with their relations 

who had already settled in Leicester. 

In 1972, in the Ugandan capital of Kampala, an advert in its local newspaper declared that 

Leicester was full up and that emigrating Asians should look for somewhere else. However, 

just like all other communities, the Asian immigrants were intelligent people and the families 

already in Leicester contacted other family members in Uganda to make sure that they 

hurried up and moved before it was too late. In that year, an even larger influx from Uganda 

arrived in Leicester. 

Sadly, as you would expect, as proud as I was of Leicester-I still am-for welcoming the 

diverse communities, they were not accepted by everyone. The local National Front and other 

fascist organisations encouraged more "white" people to join their campaign to fight against 

the immigration. Thanks to the Leicester Mercury, the local newspaper which is still running 

today, and the local police, we kept the fascists at bay. In 1977, I won the next election, but I 

only just made it. 

One of my most unique and touching experiences was when I first met the Asian community 

at a meeting in Leicester. A mix of Ugandan and Indian people attended this meeting. Having 

spoken to Apa Pant, the Indian High Commissioner at the time, I stood up and declared with 

passion how I wanted to help their community, and how happy I was that they were bringing 

diversity and new culture to Leicester. 

Immediately, a young man wearing traditional Indian dress stood up. He said: "Mr Janner, 

you have no right to lecture us on how we should live. You do not understand the problems 

we face. You have never been spat at because you are a different colour. You have never 

been cursed on a bus or sworn at because of your accent. Go away Mr Janner". He sat down 

and the room was absolutely silent. 

I replied, "You are wrong, sir. I am a Jew and half my family were murdered by racists; 

destroyed because of their race. Sadly, I am an expert on discrimination. I know far too much 

about it. We must work together to fight racism. We have the same enemies. We have the 

same friends. We have many of the same ideas". From that moment, my relationship with the 

Asian community blossomed and developed from respect to friendship. 

The Ugandan Asian community has brought so much to this country. Its determination to 

survive and to create a home in Britain is evident. It helped to save Leicester's economy by 

bringing in new ideas. It built up wholesale and retail sectors. Today, Leicester is one of the 

first non-white majority cities in Britain. It is a truly remarkable place where communities of 

different  
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races and backgrounds work together. I am delighted to have worked for Leicester and I still 

remain a supporter of that wonderful city. 

We can look around this House and see the diverse Asian communities, who are first, second, 

third, or even fourth generation and who have contributed to our country. We all should 

praise my noble friend Lord Popat, who moved from Uganda after being exiled because of 

his own race. At the young age of 17, he put himself through night school. During his career 

he has worked to advocate community cohesion between different faiths. He became a 

brilliant businessman and, sadly, he joined the Conservative party-the wrong party. He is the 

first Gujarati Member of the House of Lords and he stands in this Chamber with many other 

distinguished Asian Members. It is truly remarkable and so is he. 

For me, the key to acceptance and to sensible immigration can be summed up in one word-

integration. You retain your pride in your culture, customs, religions and traditions but you 

adapt to the place where you have chosen to live. Integration takes time. Over the past 40 

years, the Ugandan Asian community in Britain has demonstrated how it can keep its 

individuality but also identify itself as part of our country. Our friend is the leader. 

We congratulate here today our Ugandan Asian community on its contribution to our country. 

Here in Britain, we must always recognise and celebrate our true diversity, and continue to 

ensure that we work with all minorities in our very fine country to keep Britain a unique 

place in which to live. 

3.29 pm 

Lord Dykes: My Lords, the fact that I am following the excellent speech of the noble Lord, 

Lord Janner of Braunstone, gives me the opportunity to say that some years after we had the 

great dramas which centred not only on Leicester, but on the London Borough of Harrow, 

where I was a Member of Parliament-in those days in the Conservative cause-we had the 

great privilege, right in the centre of the borough in Harrow, of celebrating the 50th 

anniversary of the second and third exodus of the Kindertransport children coming to the 

railway stations in London. They had been saved and rescued and taken to various parts of 

the country, and been given good, kind homes where they were welcomed as Jewish children 

fleeing from Nazi tyranny. I had, of course, to remind them that British Rail had asked me to 

pass on a message saying that there was still a bill outstanding for 950 scones, 475 cups of 

tea, 725 cups of coffee and could someone eventually pay the bill, which, with interest would 

be about £19,000? I did not bother with that. 

I was very proud of the fact that Harrow, my borough, where I was the MP for one of the two 

constituencies, represented the multi ethnic, multiracial, multicommunity philosophy that had 

already begun. We had a very substantial Jewish community of various groups, kinds and 

origins, as the noble Lord, Lord Janner, will know-he came to Harrow quite often I think. In 

an informal, colloquial sense I was honorary member of at least four synagogues and I went 

to synagogue as much as I went to church, which I was  
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very proud of, and I always enjoyed them, even if the service was a bit longer than the 



Christian one. It was a great joy for us to welcome them and to remember what that meant for 

people. 

Harrow had other groups as well. We had 190 Ismailis centred in a complex of about five 

different roads, with their pictures of the Aga Khan on the mantelpiece and so on, and I kept 

in close touch with them. In 1970, when I was first elected, having been very close to Edward 

Heath as his campaign assistant for the general election in 1964 and a candidate in 1966, he 

by then having become leader of the party, it was rather difficult for the local Conservative 

Association to say no to me when I was presented as possible choice of candidate and so I 

fought Tottenham. The courage he showed was immense. He was not always an easy person 

to work with-I hasten to add that I worked at a very humble level and he was the famous 

Prime Minister by then-but when I was elected in Harrow he had not forgotten that Enoch 

Powell had issued his venomous remarks on several occasions just before that election. 

We tried to take action in Harrow because it was such a sensitive subject, with our 

multiethnic groups and so on. Edward Heath, with his characteristic dark, gothic humour 

said, "Now that you have become an MP I want to punish you by making you a PPS at the 

Ministry of Defence, dealing with all the Ministers, but in the mean time we are also going to 

do something else"-this was slightly later-"we are going to make Harrow a red-star zone for 

receiving Ugandan Asian refugees". We therefore promulgated this locally. 

Noble Lords can imagine that the scenes were a bit stormy in some of the local political 

groupings. In my own association there were some indigenous characters from the original 

community who were not so keen on this, but we insisted and Edward Heath, with great 

courage, and Alec Douglas-Home as well as other members of the Government ensured that 

legislation was passed, as referred to by the noble Lord, Lord Cormack. I thank him for his 

remarks. We insisted on that and we never looked back from the original reception when two 

sets of families, I think, came in. I am not exaggerating when I say that the borough of 

Harrow was already a dynamic area, thanks to the local MP-that is exaggerating, of course-

and a very successful business area in terms of the people who resided there, but the 

philosophy, ethics and business acumen of the borough was transformed not only by the 

original Jewish communities whose members were resident there and sometimes working 

there, but by the arrival of the Ugandan Asians. 

It had an extraordinary, tangible effect over a few years. The borough was transformed; it 

was electrified into becoming an interesting, riveting place, not only because the local corner 

shop stayed open until midnight or even 1am, but for all the other contributions that this 

remarkable community has made. Some time after, doing my rounds as the Conservative MP 

for Harrow East in our main residential area of Stanmore where we had our most important 

ward committee, I noticed the arrival of a very distinguished, very courteous, very polite 

young Ugandan Asian gentleman who slightly later became the ward chairman. I am 

referring, of course, to Dolar Popat; now the noble Lord,  
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Lord Popat, of Harrow. That has given me, just as a personal example, a wonderful picture of 

the success of what this community has done for this country and what it meant for them to 

be saved, along with their families, children of all ages and older people, too. They have 

made such a contribution, which is unbelievable for a community that is quite small in 



comparison with other influxes over the decades. So we say thank you to them for what they 

have done. 

As the noble Lord, Lord Popat, said, it is a matter of great delight that a reconciliation 

subsequently occurred, with Uganda becoming a totally different country. I am glad to see 

that the Ugandan Government are represented in the public seats today. That, too, means a lot 

to us. I often feel that historically each continent has its turn. I remember the stark poverty 

and abject conditions in Asia after the end of the Second World War and the old empires, 

with the French, the Dutch and so on leaving those territories in great poverty and distress. 

Good things have been done in the economies of various countries, but Asia was transformed 

by business acumen-by entrepreneurs, business people and investment. Who is to say that in 

some decades' time, with more education and investment, not only will the Chinese come to 

Africa but other people will, too? Perhaps the British and other colonial powers will come 

back with their companies and invest more as well, not just in mining and extraction but in 

other things. They will help to build up Africa, as will the existing and emerging bourgeoisie 

in Africa-the business community that is in many different African countries, and I am sure in 

Uganda as well, which I have not had the pleasure of visiting. That reconciliation is 

important, because we are all in the global village now, and it means that Africa could be the 

next continent to develop-with more investment in education, and more of the air-

conditioning that is needed in very hot climates. As those things gradually come, they will 

mean a great deal to those who experienced the bitter past and later a glorious future, and 

arrived here to help this country to become one of greater justice and fairness and multiethnic 

tolerance. 

3.36 pm 

Lord Bilimoria: My Lords, over the over the centuries communities have had to flee 

persecution, drop everything they owned and the connections they had built up, and flee. 

Over 1,000 years ago my own community, the Zoroastrian Parsees, had to flee their 

homeland of ancient Persia and settle in India. Fast forward to today and I would say that the 

Parsee community, in terms of per capita achievement, was one of the most successful 

communities in the world, in spite of the way in which they had to leave their country. 

I thank the noble Lord, Lord Popat, for initiating this debate. Forty years ago, as we have 

heard, Ugandan Asians had to drop everything and flee due to the cruel actions of a brutal 

dictator, Idi Amin, and came to this country with nothing. Fast forward 40 years and look at 

what they have achieved. There is the Madhvani family, of whom the noble Lord spoke; Anuj 

Chande, my friend, who is a member of that family, is a senior partner in Grant Thornton. 

The noble Lord, Lord Popat, himself has been an enormous success himself, and then there is 

my friend Shailesh Vara in  
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the other place, and the Jatania family. I could go on with the numerous examples of 

Ugandan Asian business people who have been successful in this country, all in the space of 

a few decades. 

When I first imported Cobra beer to the UK, I knew that Indian restaurants were going to be 

my base, but the first case I sold was to my local corner shop, owned by east African Asians. 

Today I am a senior independent director of Booker, the largest wholesale company in 



Britain, and we supply over 70,000 independent retailers, many of whom are east African 

Asians. I have seen first-hand how hard these families work and how every member 

contributes to the success of their businesses. I know so many stories of children coming 

home from school to work in their parents' shop, who then work late into the night on their 

homework. This embodies for me what it is like to be an Asian in Britain. 

When I am asked about Asian values, I say that it is very simple-it is down to the importance 

of hard work, of family and of education. The noble Lord, Lord Popat, also spoke of these 

values. Nobody embodies these Asian values more or better than the Ugandan Asian 

community. I congratulate the noble Lord, Lord Popat, on securing this debate and 

highlighting the achievements of this wonderful community. However, the success of the 

Zoroastrian Parsees in India was possible only because the Indians, starting with the Gujaratis 

on the west cost of India, allowed the Parsees to come in and settle, practice their religion and 

keep their culture and customs-and not just exist but co-exist with the local Indian 

community. Similarly, the success of the Ugandan Asian community has been possible only 

because of the generosity of this great country that took them in and gave them the 

opportunity to flourish. The noble Lord, Lord Popat, has thanked this country; I always thank 

it for giving me and the Asians here that opportunity. 

Let us put this in perspective. As the noble Lord, Lord Janner, said, in the 1970s this was a 

country full of prejudice, when the glass ceiling was not just still there but was double-

glazed. Even when I came from India as a 19 year-old in the early 1980s, Britain was a very 

different country from what it is today. Today, we have improved in leaps and bounds as a 

nation that is not just an opportunity-for-all country but a multicultural country and a 

meritocracy, where people from any religious or racial background can reach the top in every 

field. It is a country where entrepreneurship was looked down upon three or four decades 

ago. Today, entrepreneurship as demonstrated by the Ugandan Asian community is 

celebrated in this country. 

In fact, those corner shops started by this community are the cornerstone of our economy-the 

entrepreneurial success stories of these individuals, who went as complete strangers to every 

high street of this country, opened up their shops, won customers, made friends and, more 

often than not, put back into their local communities. To this day, in spite of the proliferation 

of the giant supermarkets, the Ugandan Asians who own the two corner shops near our house 

know the names of all of my children, as they know the names of the children of all their 

customers, and they work really hard. 
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This country has been built on good immigration, the kind that we have seen from the 

Ugandan Asians, but the way in which this Government are dealing with immigration, with 

their immigration cap, is crude and blunt-they are using a carpet-bombing technique. The 

Government's policy is not just addressing bad immigration, it is also stifling the good 

immigration that, quite frankly, this country has been built on over the centuries. The 

immigration cap is affecting businesses, not only in the signals that it is sending out in 

general but in very practical terms. For example, as I mentioned earlier, the foundation of my 



business is the Indian restaurant industry, where I know from the Bangladesh Caterers 

Association-the leading industry body-how much the industry is suffering because it cannot 

bring in the skilled staff, and chefs in particular, that it desperately needs. I am all for "curry 

colleges" being set up in Britain in the way that the University of West London, where I was 

proud to be Chancellor for five years, is doing. However, these initiatives take time to 

produce the skilled individuals that the industry so badly needs. In the mean time the 

restaurants, which are already suffering a huge recession, are, on top of that, being deprived 

of skilled staff by the Government's ill-considered Immigration Rules-and we as consumers 

are suffering because we are a nation of "curryholics". 

I have spoken many times about how the Immigration Rules are affecting higher education. 

Britain has the best universities in the world, alongside those in America. Now the 

Government have removed the two-year postgraduation visa for students, which was such an 

attraction to foreign students, who brought some £8 billion of revenue into this country. Quite 

apart from that, foreign students enrich our universities; they enrich our home students, 

giving them wonderful experience of interacting with international students as well as 

building generational links across the world. I am the third generation of my family to have 

been educated in this country. 

We have seen a dramatic fall in the number of applications from students around the world, 

particularly from India, because the Government are sending out signals that Britain does not 

want foreign students. I know that this is not the case but that is the perception that has been 

created. Some 30% of academics at Oxford and Cambridge, for example, are foreign. Even 

they are suffering in terms of getting the brightest and the best because of what I believe is a 

retrograde government policy. 

I have spoken before about the UK Border Agency abruptly taking away the licence from 

London Metropolitan University to sponsor visas for foreign students and telling the existing 

students that they had 60 days to find another university. It claimed to have found 

irregularities but the vast majority of those 2,500 to 3,000 students were completely innocent 

of any wrong-doing. This is without regard to the finances of the university, which will be 

short of £30 million a year. Not only does this jeopardise the university but it sends a signal 

to foreign students around the world that if they come and study in Britain there is no 

certainty that they will be able to complete their studies at their institution. That is damaging 

and short-sighted. Again, I ask the Minister if she will request the Government to remove 

student figures  
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from the immigration figures, just as the United States, Canada and Australia have done. 

Why do we have to include them? 

In conclusion, we are a tiny country of 60 million people and we are rightly worried about 

excessive immigration. We need to clamp down on illegal immigration, but why are we doing 

it in a way that is harming our economy, our universities and our competitiveness-the very 

fabric of our nation? As the noble Lords, Lord Popat and Lord Janner, said, the Ugandan 

Asian community has shown the wonderful way that it has integrated. The Asian community 

makes up 4% of the population of this country and yet is contributing more than double that 

percentage to its economy. The Ugandan Asian community has shown clearly and brilliantly 

that good immigration always has been, and always will be, great for this country. 



3.45 pm 

Lord Sheikh: My Lords, I am extremely thankful for the opportunity to speak in this debate, 

and I am most grateful to my noble friend Lord Popat for calling it and for his excellent 

speech. That is not least because members of my family were among the 28,000 Ugandan 

Asians who came to the United Kingdom in the 1970s. Thus, the personal resonance of this 

subject for me holds no bounds. 

I also believe that this 40th anniversary provides us with an opportunity properly to reflect on 

just how significant a part this movement has played in the cultural and social development 

of the UK, and how much better off we all are because of it. Ultimately, the UK gave asylum 

to around half of those exiled from Uganda, including many from a cross-section of different 

religions. Such a considerable and complex movement of people brings with it personal 

stories of triumph and turmoil. 

My father originally came to Uganda in the 1920s and quickly carved out a name for himself 

in a wide range of industries including cotton, hides and skins, coffee and property. He was 

president of the Indian association in our home town for more than 30 years and represented 

all the communities of Asian origin. He also helped to pioneer the Ugandan education 

system, benefiting thousands of children. He can be described as a man of vision, an 

entrepreneur and a philanthropist. He died in the 1960s, before my family were expelled the 

following decade, but I had already learnt much that has inspired me to do well in this 

country. 

I brought that hunger and enthusiasm with me when I came to this country. This culture is 

typical of many other Asians who came here from Uganda. Although the ancestors many of 

the Indian families were originally brought over in the 19th century to help build the railway 

system, they had since become successful in businesses and professions. The community 

prospered in every walk of life. By the 1970s, they were the backbone of Ugandan economy. 

There was peace and harmony between people of various religions and racial origins in 

Uganda. When the Asians were expelled, their properties, businesses and almost everything 

else was taken from them by Idi Amin and his Government.  
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As such, they arrived on British shores completely penniless. General Amin took everything 

from us except our knowledge and what we had in our heads. 

I think that I speak for most, if not all, of those who came to this country during this time 

when I express my gratitude for Prime Minister Edward Heath's honourable decision to allow 

those of us with British passports to settle here. Others went to places such as Canada, 

Australia and Europe, but I am grateful that my family was able to come and enjoy the 

opportunities that the UK provided to us and thousands of others. Upon their arrival, many 

Ugandan Asians were able to open corner shops and other small family businesses that 

proved to be highly successful in serving the needs of local communities. Many of them also 

took jobs in various sectors. This provided them with a solid base on which to raise their 

families and rebuild their lives. 

The children of those families have since grown up and been educated here in the UK, 

serving only to advance their family lines through the high quality of learning that we so 



celebrate in this country. While some have taken over the family corner shop or followed in 

their mother's or father's footsteps, others have moved into different professions that in many 

cases were not accessible to their parents. 

Today, the sons and daughters of Ugandan Asians are visible in every walk of life, from 

medicine to banking and from writing to manufacturing. They make valuable contributions to 

our workforce, pay their taxes and help us to compete on the international stage. It should 

also be noted that the crime rate among this community is very low. Their influence can even 

be felt in this very House; I know that my colleagues, the noble Lord, Lord Popat, and the 

noble Baroness, Lady Vadera, share my proud heritage, as do Shailesh Vara and Priti Patel in 

the House of Commons. 

Perhaps the most notable example of where Ugandan Asians have thrived as a community is 

in Leicester and in the London Borough of Harrow, where, despite much resistance at the 

time, a number of the immigrants chose to settle. In the short term they helped to breathe new 

life into the economy of these areas, mainly through regenerating the manufacturing base and 

establishing new businesses. 

There are many specific examples of individuals and families who have thrived and become 

successful in their own right upon coming to the United Kingdom. I should like to mention 

the inspirational example of a good friend of mine, Mr Jaffer Kapasi, who was one of those 

who moved to Leicester in 1972. He arrived in the United Kingdom at the age of 22 with 

nothing. After university, he trained as an accountant and, several years later, set up his own 

business. He chaired a housing association for elderly and vulnerable people in the Midlands. 

When he took over the chairmanship in 1992, the association had 280 homes, and when he 

stepped down last year it had 1,900. He was awarded an OBE in 1997 for services to business 

in Leicestershire. This year, the Meiji University in Tokyo published his life story and I 

highly recommend that noble Lords read it. 
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The contributions of Ugandan Asians to the United Kingdom can be acknowledged on many 

levels and in many circles-economic, cultural, social and professional. It is a testament to 

how homogeneous a community they are that they have integrated so well into the British 

way of life. Wherever they have gone, they have earned respect, maintained a strong work 

ethic and forged successful relationships with other communities. 

This is a land of opportunity and tolerance, and we have always found the environment 

highly conducive to success. These qualities have allowed the Ugandan Asian community to 

flourish and, in turn, its members have served only to enrich our society further. I believe that 

this anniversary should remind us of the opportunities that there have been for members of 

that community to live well and flourish. 

Uganda's loss truly has been Britain's gain. The Asian community that came here and its 

future generations will, I believe, be good British citizens and help in the advancement and 



well-being of this great nation. Thank you, Britain, for accepting us when we arrived here. 

You have certainly lived up to the name "Great Britain". 

3.53 pm 

Lord Bach: My Lords, I congratulate the noble Lord, Lord Popat- who, along with me, is a 

member of the all-party group on India and whom I have come to know through that 

organisation-on obtaining this debate and particularly on the quality of his opening speech. It 

is a subject on which I think the whole House can be united and I look forward to what the 

Minister has to say in due course. 

I am delighted to be making a guest appearance on the Front Bench. Like my noble friend 

Lord Janner, my experience is based on what I describe as "God's own city"; others call it 

Leicester. For a number of years I was a ward councillor for St Margaret's ward-part of the 

noble Lord's old constituency and part of which is in the Belgrave area of the city. A very 

large number of my constituents were Ugandan Asians. Even today my links with the city 

remain strong. I have spoken to both the executive city mayor, Sir Peter Soulsby, and to 

Sundip Meghani, a young Labour councillor born in Leicester of Ugandan Asian parents who 

came to this country as refugees-Councillor Meghani started the debate in Leicester to 

celebrate the 40th year-concerning the Motion of the noble Lord, Lord Popat. I thank all other 

noble Lords who have spoken in the debate. We have had some remarkable speeches. I very 

much enjoyed the account by the noble Lord, Lord Steel, of what must have been a really 

awful experience of watching people being forced out of their own country. 

Looking back at that time 40 years ago, it is easy to be critical of some of the early responses 

from this country to the crisis that was caused suddenly and solely by President Amin. It 

represented a brutal act with no regard for generations of Ugandan Asians who had been a 

vital and successful part of Ugandan life, particularly where business and commerce were 

concerned but also in a much wider context than that. The noble Lord, Lord Dykes, talked 

about the Heath Government, who have to be praised for the courage  
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of the course that they took. I have no doubt there were queries within the Government. The 

late Lord Carr, a former Member of this House who is not spoken of much, was the Home 

Secretary. The proudest part of his political career, he told someone later, was the time that 

he spent persuading the Cabinet to do the right thing-which they clearly did-and do its duty to 

dual passport holders. The Government were pressed by their own supporters during the 

course of that year and it is to their credit that they saw off those opponents on this matter. 

They also had to face the appalling National Front in taking the brave decision to allow the 

refugees in, a decision for which they are still remembered today. 

At local level, Leicester City Council's famous advertisement, placed in a Kampala paper, 

encouraging people not to come to Leicester was not, perhaps, its proudest moment. 

However, I think it is worth repeating what the noble Lord, Lord Parekh, said: that particular 

advertisement appeared because the Ugandan Resettlement Board had made it clear that it 

was designating areas that it was trying to dissuade people from coming to. In fact, the 

advertisement told people to accept the advice of the Ugandan Resettlement Board. 

Thankfully, that advice was not taken. In fact, it may well be that many Ugandans were 

encouraged to come to Leicester by the advertisement. Whatever the reason, the effect has 



been very advantageous indeed for the city of Leicester. It is worth pointing out that there 

was no extra government money at that early stage when the advertisement appeared. 

The truth is that this country can be pretty proud of the way in which the authorities, whether 

at local or national level, dealt with this issue. Grants were eventually made available; they 

were wisely spent, and sensible policies were adopted. I am immensely proud that for many 

years now Leicester has had a reputation for having people from many backgrounds and 

cultures living and working together in harmony. Much of that is down to the good sense and 

decency of both the indigenous population and the newcomers, to the sensible pragmatic 

policies of Leicester City Council over the years and to the Leicester Mercury and BBC 

Radio Leicester. I know it is not fashionable at the moment to praise the press or the BBC but 

they have done a lot in their own way to ensure that the culture of the city grew up and that 

the new Leicester was supported. 

Those early days cannot have been easy for the Ugandan Asians who came to this country. 

Many of the men had professional jobs in Uganda but had to go on to the factory floor while 

many Ugandan Asian women, who I understand were used to staying at home, had to find 

jobs in the hosiery industry. In Leicester, the tradition is that the factories are very close to 

the residential areas due to the history of women having worked there for many years. It was 

through working together that barriers began to be broken down. When looking back, it is 

important not to fall into the trap of thinking that things were easy for those who arrived. The 

National Front targeted the City of Leicester and, after a brief burst of popular support but not 

electoral success, thank goodness, it was seen off by the good sense of the city and its 

citizens. 
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The Ugandans' homes had been forcibly taken from them and this was a strange new country. 

Forty years on, it is the unanimous view among sensible people of good will across party, 

race or culture that Ugandan Asians have, as the debate has made clear, contributed 

enormously to the British way of life. Their commitment to family life and to entrepreneurial 

spirit has benefited this country immensely. Their ever-increasing role in public life enhances 

our political system too. From Members of Parliament and Ministers to senior officials in 

national and local government, through the arts, fashion, food and sports, those with a 

Ugandan Asian background have become an essential part of British life. Long may that 

continue. 

This coming Saturday I hope to be having my lunch on Belgrave Road in Leicester at a very 

well known landmark, a vegetarian restaurant called Bobby's. Some noble Lords will have 

had very pleasant experiences there. That restaurant is owned by a Ugandan Asian. When I 

come out from lunch at about 2 pm-it gets dark at that time these days-the Diwali lights on 

Belgrave Road will be on. Later on, those lights will become Christmas lights. I do not think 

that there is a better symbol of how Ugandan Asians, Asians in general in Leicester and the 

indigenous population have managed to find a way of living together in harmony. 

4.03 pm 



The Senior Minister of State, Department for Communities and Local Government & 

Foreign and Commonwealth Office (Baroness Warsi): My Lords, I congratulate my noble 

friend Lord Popat on securing this debate and on his moving and personal speech. The noble 

Lord clearly embodies the Motion he is moving as he highlights the contribution of the 

Ugandan Asian community. Perhaps I may start where he finished. I say thank you to the 

noble Lord, Lord Popat, for allowing me an opportunity to respond on behalf of the 

Government to such a timely debate. I thank the noble Lord, Lord Parekh, for an informative 

and enlightening contribution, teaching me much that I did not know. Few people alive in 

Britain 40 years ago will forget the scenes of thousands of Ugandan Asians being uprooted 

from their homes and arriving in Britain. In August 1972, 60,000 people were given just 90 

days to leave their homes, their businesses and their country after a senseless decree by a 

brutal dictator, Idi Amin. 

Looking back at that fateful time, we know that the UK acted swiftly. Amin announced on 4 

August 1972 that there would be no room in Uganda for British Asians. Preparations began 

immediately in the UK for receiving those Ugandan Asians who had British passports. By 18 

September the first 193 British Asians from Uganda had arrived at Stansted Airport. By 17 

November more than 27,000 Ugandan Asians had arrived in the UK. In the first year-1972-

73-a total of 38,500 Ugandans Asians came to Britain. I learnt about this event as history. It 

has been fascinating today in your Lordships' House to hear of it as an event that so many 

noble Lords lived through. 

My noble friend Lord Popat touched on the huge efforts to bring thousands of people to this 

country in that short period. He also mentioned the kindness that  
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they were met with on arrival-of the charities waiting at Stansted and those who supported 

them, put them up and helped them get back on their feet. It was fascinating to hear from my 

noble friend Lord Dykes about his role as a local MP at that time, and it was interesting to 

hear from my noble friend Lord Popat about the late Conservative Prime Minister Edward 

Heath's photograph proudly hanging in the living rooms of Ugandan Asians. I wonder how 

many recent Prime Ministers can imagine that their image hangs on people's walls and is held 

in such esteem. 

I thank my noble friend Lord Cormack for his contribution both today and at the time, when 

he supported a Prime Minister who was, as he said, "doing the right thing". While many 

Ugandan Asians were forced to leave everything behind, Amin could not force them to 

relinquish their strength, their skills and their flair as entrepreneurs. They brought them here 

in abundance and we see the evidence every day. These qualities were referred to by my 

noble friend Lord Steel of Aikwood. 

Just three months after the refugees had begun arriving, 1,000 employers had offered jobs to 

the newcomers. By 2002 it was estimated that Ugandan Asians had created 30,000 jobs in 

Leicester, which was one of the main cities where they settled in the early 1970s. In fact, 

Ugandan Asians now make up about 11% of employers in the city. The noble Lord, Lord 

Bach, referred to Leicester as "God's own city". I come from Yorkshire, which-I have it on 

good authority-is God's own county, so I may not be able to agree with the noble Lord in his 

assessment of Leicester. However, we can both agree that the positives of Leicester, created 

both for and by Ugandan Asians, far outweigh what may have been some early mistakes. 



Today we see Ugandan Asians making their mark in every corner of society: in politics with 

my noble friend Lord Popat and the honourable Members in the other place Shailesh Vara 

and Priti Patel, who was the first Asian woman elected for the Conservatives and whose 

parents came from Uganda; in journalism with the likes of Yasmin Alibhai-Brown and Rupal 

Rajani; in sport with Mohamed Asif Din playing cricket for Warwickshire; in public services 

with Tarique Ghaffur becoming Assistant Commissioner of the Metropolitan Police; and of 

course in business with entrepreneurs such as Zul Virani of Cygnet Properties & Leisure plc, 

Rumi Verjee, chairman of Thomas Goode & Co, who established Domino's Pizza in the UK, 

Naseem and Moez Karsan of Jordans Cereals, Rupin Vadera, CEO of First International 

Group, and many others, including Jaffer Kapasi, to whom my noble friend Lord Sheikh 

referred. 

In 1997, recognising the vitality lost to Uganda, the President invited the Ugandan Asians to 

return home. While some families did, most chose to remain in Britain as integrated British 

Ugandan Asians-one of this country's greatest success stories. Their story is a lesson to us 

today about the successes of integration. I recently spoke about the barriers that stop people 

integrating. I highlighted how much Britons miss out on by failing to utilise the talents of the 

ethnic communities. The figure was estimated at £8.6 billion a year, but I believe it could be a 

lot higher.  
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I argued that ethnic minority communities were vital to our future. My noble friend Lady 

Thatcher once said that, 

"a new resilience derived from diversity can only strengthen Britain". 

Today we are in a global race and Britain has a secret weapon: the races from around the 

globe that make up our diverse nation. These people have ingenuity, resilience, determination 

and links and networks around the world. As my fellow Minister Don Foster said in his 

speech in another place earlier today, the Government are committed to promoting and 

supporting successful integration, and to unleashing all that untapped talent by giving 

everyone the opportunities they deserve. 

So what is the Government's approach to integration? Our aim is robustly to promote British 

values such as democracy, the rule of law, equality of opportunity and treatment, freedom of 

speech and the rights of all men and women to live free from persecution of any kind-values 

that are clearly apparent in the Ugandan Asian community. It is these values that make it 

possible for people to live and work together, bridge boundaries between communities and 

play a full role in society. When there are also opportunities to succeed and a strong sense of 

personal and social responsibility to the society that has made success possible, the result is a 

strong community. 

We must ensure that all sectors of our diverse society are contributing to the economic 

vitality of our nation. We want to create the conditions for everyone to play a full part in 

national and local life. I have said before that the things that stop people getting on are the 

same things that stop people getting on with each other. The noble Lord, Lord Singh, spoke 

of integration as being a two-way street. I agree, but we must also tackle the barriers to 

integration, and afford everyone the opportunities and values that we all take for granted. 



The noble Lord, Lord Janner, gave a reflective account of what he understood by integration-

to hold on to religion, culture and where you came from but adapt to the place where you 

now are and consider to be home. We recognise that integration is a local issue and the 

Government's role in this approach is to facilitate and set the tone. I want to give you a 

flavour of the 30 or so projects we are supporting. 

People of faith-Christians, Muslims, Hindus, Sikhs and others-are called by their religious 

beliefs to serve their communities and neighbourhoods, and as a Government we are 

committed to promoting and celebrating this record of service. We also want to help link up 

the social action undertaken by different faiths to maximise the impact on those in need. So 

this year, to celebrate the Queen's 60 years of service to the country, we facilitated the Year 

of Service programme, with each faith in turn hosting a day or days of volunteering and 

inviting people of other faiths to join in. Around 500 projects around the country have been 

part of the Year of Service and I pay tribute to all those who have taken part. We are looking 

for ways to harness this enthusiasm and help ensure that there are further opportunities for 

faith-based volunteering in future. 
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Separately, we continue to work with the Church Urban Fund on the Near Neighbours 

programme, taking advantage of the existing infrastructure and experience of the Church of 

England. We have invested £5 million over three years to support local projects in four areas 

of high deprivation, which bring people of different faiths together to improve understanding 

and improve neighbourhoods. So far, more than 300 local projects have received grants of up 

to £5,000 and there are also training programmes for community activities and faith leaders. 

We recognise that English language skills are fundamental to people's ability to participate in 

our society, to break down barriers and do all the everyday things that we take for granted. 

We have already provided more than £8 million to 35 ESOL providers-mainly further 

education colleges-in 19 areas of England with the highest demand for English language 

training, and we plan to do more to support those who most need to improve their English 

skills. 

The noble Lord, Lord Bilimoria, referred to the issue of students. Let me be clear: there is no 

limit on students coming into this country. If you are a genuine student wanting to study a 

genuine course in a genuine university, this country is open to any such applications. The 

noble Lord also asked about the Asian cuisine sector. I can inform him that we are taking 

forward the Asian cuisine policy specifically to encourage home-grown culinary talent. We 

are offering support through the Department for Communities and Local Government and 

BIS to support training and scholarships to bring bright young people from all communities 

together to support this industry. 

The noble Lord makes an important point, but I am sure that he would also agree that we 

sometimes find that the people coming to work in the communities where this demand is 

needed are the same communities where there are the highest levels of youth unemployment. 



It is therefore absolutely right that we invest in our own young people to take up these 

opportunities. 

I am delighted to see so many events taking place to recognise the contribution of our 

Ugandan Asian communities. The India Overseas Trust and the British Uganda Asians Core 

Committee have arranged a number of commemoration events that have been taking place 

since September in London and Leicester. There was a speech by Shri Praful Patel in east 

London on 13 October and a thanksgiving event in Leicester on 16 October. Many further 

events are planned for the full year up to September 2013, as well as an exhibition organised 

by the New Greenham Arts Centre. I would urge noble Lords to participate. 

I end my remarks by praising my noble friend Lord Popat for securing this debate. He has 

given us the chance to reflect on the enormous contribution of his community-our 

community-which turned dispossession into opportunity and tragedy into success; a 

community whom we proudly call the British Ugandan Asians. 

4.15 pm 

Lord Popat: My Lords, I am humbled by the Minister's excellent summing up and her 

comments about the Ugandan Asian community. This 40th anniversary is  
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always going to bring mixed emotions: sadness, regret and a wonder of what might have 

been, but also pride, delight and inspiration. I was very proud to tell my story about the 

success of my community in your Lordships' House and am delighted and inspired to have 

heard today from so many Peers with such a wide range of experience of the Ugandan Asian 

community. 

Britain is an amazing country. It has been a wonderful home to the Ugandan Asians, who are-

and will always consider themselves-proud to be British. I beg to move. 

Motion agreed. 

 


