
There is nothing common about the wealth:
The challenges commonwealth migrants faced in 
Birmingham and the future of the commonwealth 

regarding the inequalities it faces

Birmingham has a large ethnic minority, more mixed than 
any part of the UK excluding London with residents from 
over 170 different countries, visible by the shops, places of 
worship and restaurants. 
After WW2 the UK suffered from a large void for low-skilled, 
manual workers, and so enlisted commonwealth subjects 
to come to the UK, such as the 1948 Empire Windrush 
ship coming from Jamaica with 492 migrants. 

Migrants from the commonwealth encountered what has 
been called ‘the unhomeliness of the imaginary home’. 
They found it extremely difficult to find housing and 
employment and were often grouped together in rundown 
inner cities with poor living conditions.
Colonial secretary Creech Jones ‘There’s nothing to worry 
about, because they won’t last one winter in England’

‘It was not such a 
disappointment to me, as I had 
always wanted to leave down 
there, and our ship also had a 
big party. I was so glad that I 
did not notice the coldness and 
the surroundings in Birmingham 
that were industrial and 
smoggy’
‘The funny thing is that the 
weather was not all we found 
cold about England’

The UK government imposed a ‘hostile 
environment’ policy, including rapid, mass 
deportation against people who are already 
marginal and unprotected. Members of the 
Windrush generation found themselves deprived 
of state healthcare, redundant from jobs and 
deported, as they are not able to prove 
continuous residence in the UK since 1973. The 
people being tossed aside often came to Britain 
in the fifties, sixties and seventies, they married, 
raised families, worked and bought property.   

The commonwealth of nations is an association for nations that 
emerged out of the former British empire. The commonwealth is 
still associated with British imperialism, it is instrumental in the 
hands of Britain, used to maintain the influence over previous 
members and preserve what is left of its’ glory. 
‘The organisation bear commonwealth, but there is actually 
nothing common about the wealth of the nations which are 
members of the commonwealth.’
The inequality is apparent in the fact that fifty of the fifty three
member states belong to the league of poorest states in the 
world. The members suffer from high debt levels, poverty and 
insecurity. Britain, and a few other commonwealth countries, are 
swimming in an ocean of affluence whilst many other members are 
drowning in the deep waters of poverty. 

There is not much to suggest that the future of 
the commonwealth will be greater and more 
meaningful, and nothing to suggest that the 
commonwealth is serious about addressing the 
disparities of its’ member states. Instead, the 
UK celebrates the commonwealth through the 
games and has an official Windrush day on the 
22nd June, a model of Empire Windrush was at 
the 2012 Olympic opening ceremony, however, 
it is failing to help those effected by the 
Windrush scandal. 

Challenges the commonwealth 
needs to address:
• The young commonwealth 

population who need more and 
better jobs,17.5 million jobs a 
year must be created 

• Action to achieve the 
sustainable development goals, 
ensuring no one is left behind by 
the progress

• A significant proportion of 
commonwealth countries are 
small island developing states, 
highly exposed to environmental 
hazards and requiring finance to 
build their resilience 
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