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The Organisations Involved 

The Committee on the Administration of Justice
(‘CAJ’) is an independent human rights
organisation with cross community membership in
Northern Ireland and beyond. CAJ was
established in 1981 and is based in Belfast. For
many years CAJ has had strands of anti-racism
and migrant rights work, with a range of
interventions seeking strategic policy change.
CAJ currently has a strategic partnership project
with the Derry-based North West Migrants Forum
(NWMF). 
CAJ alongside the trade union UNISON co-
convenes the Equality Coalition, a network of
100+ NGOs and trade unions campaigning and
engaging on a range of equality issues in
Northern Ireland whilst fostering collective
solidarity among members and coordinated
interventions.
Rabble Cooperative is a Belfast based technology
cooperative comprised of members with
backgrounds in human rights advocacy, trade
union organising, policy research, journalism,
teaching and facilitation. They support
progressive organisations and social movements
to realise the power of technology in strategies
for social change.

Background
This report builds on the Mapping Far Right Activity
Online in Northern Ireland Project Report (May 2025),
which examined case studies of far-right activity, from
racist housing intimidation in South Belfast (2023) to
the racist and Islamophobic violence in Belfast on 3
August 2024. That report analysed social media
narratives, political messaging, and responses to
these incidents, and was launched in Belfast, Derry,
and later at the Irish Council of Civil Liberties and
CAJ annual policing conference in Dublin. It also
became a point of international media reference at
the time of the June 2025 with the Ballymena.1

The report was funded by Joseph Rowntree
Charitable Trust, AB Charitable Trust and the Civic
Power Fund: Emergency Action Fund. A snapshot
exercise which trigged the broader project following
the August 2024 violence, was supported by Equality
Coalition programme costs provided by the UNISON
Campaign Fund.

Present Report
The present report focuses on the racist violence that
began in Ballymena on 9 June 2025 and spread
across Northern Ireland. Research by the Rabble
Cooperative tracks how online narratives were
framed and amplified, both locally and
internationally, and how this activity contributed to
offline coordination. It also assesses political and
party responses, and the extent to which they
legitimised or normalised anti-immigrant and
xenophobic discourse.

The current report was supported by the UNISON
Campaign Fund, support from the Legal Education
Foundation and a Voice, Influence and Partnerships
grant from the Paul Hamlyn Foundation. We are
grateful for this support, and that of our core funders,
without which this research would not be possible. 

Intended Outcomes of the Research Report
Highlight trends in anti-immigrant and
xenophobic sentiments online and their
materialisation in offline activities, such as the rise
in ‘vigilante’ groups in Belfast. 
Shape and improve the public policy response to
racist violence and intimidation including;

The response from Stormont Executive in its
hate crime and tackling paramilitarism
programmes
The need for strengthening of hate crime
legislations
The need for fulfilment of statutory duties to
remove hate expression 
The need for a more effective and proactive
policing response

Use of the materials in training and capacity
building in anti-racism work within Trade Unions
and in the equalities NGO sector, with particular
focus on identifying and combatting mis-and-
disinformation. 
Inform and shape responses within the racial and
social justice sectors on how to report and seek
effective remedy for online racist agitation as part
of broader anti-racism work.
Engage with mainstream media on mapping of
racist violence and combatting disinformation. 
Explore developing trends such as the
profitability-model of far-right agitation online
and the role of algorithms in promoting and
monetising harmful content.

CAJ Foreword: Research Context
and Organisations Involved

 See Al Jazeera, 13  June 2025 - Why have anti-immigration riots broken out in Northern Ireland? 1 th

  The New York Times, 11  June 2025 - Anti-Immigrant Riots Set Northern Irish Town on Edge.th

https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2025/6/13/why-have-anti-immigration-riots-broken-out-in-northern-ireland
https://www.nytimes.com/2025/06/11/world/europe/ballymena-riot-northern-ireland-disorder.html


gone unnoticed at the UN and Council of Europe
human rights treaty bodies. In summer 2024, the
United Nations Committee on the Elimination of All
Forms of Racial Discrimination (CERD), expressed
concern about:

…reports of paramilitary groups and affiliated
individuals perpetrating acts of racist violence and
intimidation to deter persons belonging to ethnic
minorities and migrants from taking up housing or
establish business in certain areas. It is also
concerned about information indicating that victims
do not always report these acts for fear of reprisals
and that the response by the authorities and the
police has been ineffective.5

The Council of Europe’s European Commission
against Racism and Intolerance (ECRI) made similar
observations on the situation up to April 2024
following an earlier monitoring visit to Belfast:

ECRI is deeply concerned about a significant recent
increase in attacks, such as firebombing, against
businesses owned by people with a migration
background in Belfast, Northern Ireland, as well as
about similar attacks against premises used for
worship by religious minorities, notably mosques, in
both of which there might be a degree of
involvement by paramilitary groups, which police
have reportedly been reluctant to investigate
effectively for fear of upsetting the fragile peace
prevailing between different paramilitary groups.6

Into 2025, the UN treaty body on socioeconomic
rights (ICESCR) examining the right to housing, urged
the authorities to ‘prevent and combat intimidation
by paramilitary groups against ethnic minorities and
migrants in Northern Ireland to ensure their access to
adequate housing and to prevent de facto
segregation.’ It is this specific context that should be
considered when reading the case studies and
analysis contained within this report. 
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The manifestation of racist violence and intimidation
in Northern Ireland differs from the rest of the UK and
Ireland, in the context of the involvement of elements
of paramilitary groups. The prevalence of racist
attacks and the relatively small size of the migrant
and broader minority ethnic community mean lived
experience of racist intimidation is stark. In 2020, a
Judge-led Independent Review of Hate Crimes Law
in Northern Ireland found the likelihood of a person
being a victim of a reported racist incident was 1 in
31 (the comparative figure for a sectarian incident
was 1 in 1,777).2

It is well documented that there is a particular
problem of the involvement of elements of loyalist
paramilitarism in racist violence and intimidation,
whether sanctioned by leaders of groups or factions
or not, or involving persons with paramilitary
connections.  This often manifests itself in violent
racist and sectarian intimidation from housing in areas
of control, which can be preceded by related racist
materials in public space to deter migrants from living
in the area. Reflecting on past approaches to
sectarian intimidation, there has been a limited state
response to this.

3

4

Whilst the August 2024 riots in English cities were
considered to be the worst racist violence in recent
British history, the riots in Northern Ireland were an
escalation of a pre-existing pattern of racist violence,
intimidation and expulsion with a distinctive
paramilitary element. To give some examples,
Mohamad Al Alloush’s shop, targeted and burned
down in the Belfast protests, had been subject to two
previous arson attacks. In July 2024 (i.e. before the
riots), eight African nurses and their families were
violently evicted in Antrim Town. Around  the same
time ‘locals only’-‘no foreigners’ graffiti was followed
by the flags of the UDA paramilitary group being
placed in a new development in north Belfast to
deter uptake of housing. This phenomenon has not

Background to Racist Violence &
Intimidation in Northern Ireland

 Independent Review of Hate Crime Legislation in Northern Ireland: Executive summary2

 See Frontline Lessons for the Future Collaborative research on the impact of immigration law and policy in post-Brexit Northern Ireland
(CAJ June 2022) section 4.1.3.  

3

 See CAJ and North West Migrant Forum, Submission to UN Committee on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination on the
UK, (July 2024) paragraphs 35-45. 

4

UN CERD, Concluding observations on the combined twenty-fourth to twenty-sixth periodic reports of the United Kingdom of Great
Britain and Northern Ireland, paragraph 21.    

5 

 ECRI Report on the UK, adopted 3 July 2024. 6

https://docstore.ohchr.org/SelfServices/FilesHandler.ashx?enc=2b6E3ZHTn2JTASocp4KVPdsYTm7B0LzzAB40F2Qnp7oyakdD2GzLD3xhNUYy3OmFFuTDOVPQr83h15L%2FXOLEoA%3D%3D
https://docstore.ohchr.org/SelfServices/FilesHandler.ashx?enc=2b6E3ZHTn2JTASocp4KVPdsYTm7B0LzzAB40F2Qnp7oyakdD2GzLD3xhNUYy3OmFFuTDOVPQr83h15L%2FXOLEoA%3D%3D
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/cql8z2k9ndko
https://www.justice-ni.gov.uk/sites/default/files/publications/justice/hate-crime-review.pdf
https://caj.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2022/06/Frontline-Lessons-for-the-Future-JUNE-22.pdf
https://docstore.ohchr.org/SelfServices/FilesHandler.ashx?enc=foFKMFQ%2BMfdtki4KBG%2FjLYVlN%2FcvqNfjHfUXKfIFk3KDcGGx1rm5sq%2BgiKGQ4Fwx5icz8VgS526%2B7%2BSu2kQe9LJrrrJ1wy7kreRk%2F2Jc6Hg%3D
https://docstore.ohchr.org/SelfServices/FilesHandler.ashx?enc=foFKMFQ%2BMfdtki4KBG%2FjLYVlN%2FcvqNfjHfUXKfIFk3KDcGGx1rm5sq%2BgiKGQ4Fwx5icz8VgS526%2B7%2BSu2kQe9LJrrrJ1wy7kreRk%2F2Jc6Hg%3D
https://rm.coe.int/sixth-report-on-the-united-kingdom/1680b20bdc
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On Monday 9 June 2025, two teenage boys
appeared at Coleraine Magistrates Court charged
with alleged serious sexual assault of a teenage girl
two days prior in the town of Ballymena. The boys,
appearing via video link from a juvenile detention
centre in Bangor, Co. Down, addressed the court
through a Romanian interpreter. They denied the
charges. The PSNI later stated that a third suspect
was being brought “back into the jurisdiction” to face
charges.7

The family of the girl led a peaceful protest on the
evening of 9 June 2025 in the town of Ballymena.
During the march, crowds left the main protest and
began attacking properties in the Clonavon Terrace
area – an area with a high concentration of Roma
people. Masked men smashed windows of homes
and began setting properties alight.  As attacks on
immigrant homes were being live streamed on social
media during the Ballymena riots, conversations
between hooded males in the process of attacking
homes and burning cars were broadcast:

8

The family of the alleged victim said that they were
“mortified” by the ensuing violence and asked for the
PSNI Chief Constable to make a plea for it to end.
The chairman of the Police Federation stated that the
PSNI “prevented a pogrom with consequences too
painful to contemplate”  during its attempts “to
quell hate-filled violence” in Ballymena when houses
containing Roma families were systematically
attacked. There were 709 people who classified
themselves as “Roma” in the 2021 census  and
“informed sources” estimated that two-thirds of
Roma were forced to leave Ballymena as a result of
the attacks.

9

10

11

12

Social media was used to assist in the targeting of
homes. The Ballymena Reaction Group Facebook
page openly encouraged people to identify their
homes, apparently listing homes that rioters should
not to attack. Union Jacks were placed outside of
homes for the same purposes. “Law-abiding”
immigrants who do not “[belong] to migrant
communities who have a history of sexual violence
against teenage girls” were apparently encouraged
to do the same. Posts across social media celebrated
the expulsions. These incidents triggered a series of
riots, violent disturbances, and attacks on homes
lasting at least eight days across multiple towns, as
well as in parts of Belfast, Derry, and Newry. The
affected areas were mostly those historically
considered “loyalist” and often associated with
loyalist paramilitary activity.

This report analyses the role social media played in
these protests and riots from a number of
perspectives:

Introduction

 belfastlive.co.uk (2025). Family of alleged Ballymena sex attack victim ‘mortified’ at violence. [online] Belfast Live. Available at:
https://www.belfastlive.co.uk/news/northern-ireland/family-alleged-ballymena-sex-attack-31845969

7

 irishnews.com (2025). Woman in Ballymena says ‘If they’re not local, let them stay there’, after being told attacked homes have people
inside. [online] The Irish News. Available at: https://www.irishnews.com/news/northern-ireland/if-theyre-not-local-let-them-stay-there-
womans-comments-as-masked-men-attack-homes-in-ballymena-and-attempt-to-set-curtains-alight-AW6YF262DJFE3BHJ3ZQ66NFNHE/

8

 belfastlive.co.uk (2025). Family of alleged Ballymena sex attack victim ‘mortified’ at violence. [online] Belfast Live. Available at:
https://www.belfastlive.co.uk/news/northern-ireland/family-alleged-ballymena-sex-attack-31845969

9

 McCambridge, J. (2025). Ballymena disorder would have been a ‘pogrom’ if not for police, Federation says. [online] Belfast Live. Available
at: https://www.belfastlive.co.uk/news/northern-ireland/ballymena-disorder-would-been-pogrom-31828904

10

Madden, A. (2025). Ballymena and immigration fact checker: What’s the real story? [online] Belfasttelegraph.co.uk. Available at:
https://www.belfasttelegraph.co.uk/opinion/comment/ballymena-and-immigration-fact-checker-whats-the-real-story/a75982289.html

11 

 Carroll, R. (2025). ‘The place is empty, a lot have left’: Ballymena weighs up impact of anti-migrant riots. [online] the Guardian. Available
at: https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2025/jul/19/ballymena-impact-anti-migrant-riots-northern-ireland.

12

“Yo! There’s people in that house there.”

“Aye, but who lives in it?”

“If they’re foreigners they’d come out like.”

As a house burns, conversations from people
observing the attack outside the house are recorded
saying:

“They’re probably Pakis, that’s why the fuckin
boy is running up the stairs. Put the windows
in around them.”

Comments in the live chat add:

“Come on move to the next one am loving
this”

One man is recorded leaving a burning house
shouting:

“Yo! Fuck the foreigners!”

https://x.com/RadioGenoa/status/1933060572108792267
https://x.com/lil_doza/status/1932736987401699561
https://www.facebook.com/permalink.php?story_fbid=pfbid02EypCebmPCoR1iQEJ2jssXJpscFG4GZF1mc62x8pw3R46sMQMRzrELmazs8WZYPmml&id=61553574652297
https://www.facebook.com/TPointUK/posts/pfbid0D8a6CoWrymcrk45PnME8DmbWzfa5BMegyvhFa7q6WtKANXdNWjuoE5JYagVJHqc6l
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This report analyses the role social media played in
these protests and riots from a number of
perspectives:

Narratives: 877 posts across X, TikTok and
Instagram relating to the riots and protests  were
analysed to understand the different reactions to
the events of 9-18 June 2025 across these
platforms. Further research was carried out by
isolating the posts which received most views to
get a sense of the popular content on each
platform and insights into the accounts behind
the content;

13

Organising: previous research periods were
focused on attempts at mass mobilisations and
seemingly uncoordinated and unclaimed local
attacks and events, the events which started in
Ballymena witnessed the birth of local initiatives
aimed at sustaining the anti-immigrant movement
including loosely connected group and
coordinated tactics supported by a coherent
communications strategy. The primary platform
for profiling these activities tended was
Facebook. Local public Facebook groups that
promoted anti-immigrant activities and were
sympathetic to the riots were examined;

A search of posts using keywords and hashtags were used to identify relevant posts.13 

Political: 244 X, Instagram and TikTok posts of
political representatives from the areas worst
impacted by the riots were analysed using a
Large Language Model (LLM) to determine how
the different political parties responds to the
events. Written and Oral Ministerial Questions in
the Assembly were also examined to gain an
insight into how the different parties were
approaching the issue of immigration in the
legislature.



Narrative:
Social Media
Activity
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X
76%

TikTok
20%

Instagram
4%

Overview and Methodology 
To gauge social media responses to the events of 9–
18 June 2025, a sample of 877 posts from X, TikTok,
and Instagram was analysed. The study examined
dominant sentiments, the reach of posts, and the
geographic origins of top accounts. Posts were
identified using keyword searches, informed by initial
scans of common hashtags and phrases. However,
due to inherent limitations and restrictions in how
each platform enables public analysis of posts, there
is a significant imbalance in the sample data, with X
providing the majority of the collected posts.

Text and media content (e.g., videos) from posts were
analysed to categorise the posts as follows :15

Sympathises with/Condemns the violence
Agrees/Disagrees with the protestors’ and rioters’
concerns, which conflated issues of sexual
violence and strained public services with
immigration
Reports on events without offering an opinion on
the protests or riots
Undetermined, i.e., insufficient content to
determine the nature of the post

Posts initially marked as “undetermined” or “reports”
were manually checked to account for contextual
nuance and non-textual content (e.g. videos, images).
This analysis should be viewed as indicative of online
discourse, highlighting emerging trends rather than
offering a definitive account.

 Where location was not included in the account’s bio, it was determined by a proxy indicator of assessing the account’s posting history
and designating a location.

14

 DeepSeek-V3Large Language Model (LLM) used to analyse the social media posts that contained text content. Where the content was
video based, or involved an image [overlaid with text] a manual assessment was carried out. This occurred in approximately 10% of the
posts.

15

 Sentiment analyses for 125 posts (11%) were revised following manual assessment.16

Narratives: Social Media Activity

Figure 1.1 Sample data for social media sentiment analysis

Overall Sentiments 
“Reports” was the top sentiment category (31%),
indicating a high volume of ostensibly dispassionate
commentary on ongoing events. In contrast to the
uniform condemnation of violence observed in party-
political responses (see chapter 3), 15% of posts
expressed sympathy with the anti-immigrant violence,
including the expulsion of families and clashes with
police. This contrasts with the 14% of posts that
explicitly condemned the violence.

Regarding alignment with the protestors' and rioters'
articulated concerns, 26% of posts agreed with the
sentiment linking immigration to increased violence
against women and heightened social problems. This
was more than double the 11% of posts that
disagreed with this conflation of issues.

Figure 1.2 Sentiment of posts
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Sentiments
Among the top 5% of posts by viewership, content
that “Reports” on events remained the largest
category (40%). Interestingly, accounts belonging to
individuals or organisations who would be considered
to be sympathetic to the articulated concerns of the
protestors and even the rioters posted in a style more
akin to a “Reports” than making partisan statements.
For example Steven Yaxley-Lennon’s (aka Tommy
Robinson) posts appeared 6 times in the top 5%
performing posts, and 4 of them took on reporting-
style posts [Fig. 1.3].

09

Posts agreeing with the concerns articulated by the
protestors and rioters constituted 19% of the sample.

This high-exposure cohort revealed a notable shift in
sentiment: there was an increase in the proportion of
posts expressing sympathy with the rioting itself
(17%) and accompanying violence. This was matched
by a corresponding drop in posts condemning the
violence (12%) and those disagreeing with the
protestors' underlying concerns (8%) [Fig. 1.4].

Figure 1.4 Sentiment of top 5% performing posts

Location
Consistent with findings from previous phases,
analysis of the data indicates that accounts based in
Northern Ireland which promoted anti-immigrant
narratives consistently failed to outperform accounts
based outside the jurisdiction [Fig. 1.5]. Their highest-
performing content, in terms of reach and
engagement, was typically limited to posts that were
strictly reporting on events, rather than expressing
overtly partisan or inflammatory sentiments.

Figure 1.5 Location and sentiment of top 5% performing posts

Among the top 5% of posts by performance, content
expressing sympathy with the rioters was most
frequently published by accounts based in Britain.
Prominent examples included Scottish comedian and
broadcaster Leo Kearse [Fig. 1.6] and the
ActivePatriotUK X account [Fig. 1.7], which describes
itself as an “independent journalist” covering
immigration and housing.

Northern Ireland-based accounts that sympathised
with the violence included the loyalist @Cairnlodge1
X account and user523320845007 [Fig. 1.8], who
posted a video with a text overlay declaring:

Figure 1.3 English far-right activist, Tommy Robinson shared
posts on X reporting on the events occurring in Ballymena

"FOREIGNER RAPED GRANNY AND CHILD
IN Ballymena,#BURN THEM OUT”

https://x.com/TRobinsonNewEra/status/1932185297942430105
https://x.com/TRobinsonNewEra/status/1932185297942430105
https://x.com/LeoKearse/status/1932926639190479085
https://x.com/ActivePatriotUK/status/1932216229437014255
https://x.com/Cairnlodge1/status/1932369352952823867
https://www.tiktok.com/@user5233320845007/video/7514074922101001494


Figure 1.6 Leo Kearse, Scottish comedian, commentary
on X expressing sympathy with rioters

Figure 1.8 Social media users based in Northern
Ireland sharing content from the Ballymena riots

Figure 1.7 Social media commentary from
ActivePatriotUK on X expressing sympathy with rioters
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X accounts that had promoted the August 2024 anti-
immigrant riots, such as @TheLiberal_ie [Fig. 1.9]
from Ireland and the European account
@RadioGenoa also posted in sympathy with the June
2025 violence. For example:

11

The June 2025 protests and riots saw a marked
decline in references to religious identity. Of the 878
posts analysed, only 16 mentioned “Catholic” or
“Protestant” when attributing causes or commenting
on the disturbances. Nine of these posts either
sympathised with the violence or expressed
agreement with the protestors’ and rioters’ concerns.
Importantly, unlike the earlier phase, there was no
indication that this narrative was being circulated in a
coordinated manner to boost visibility.

From the Ireland (N) region, only a single post referred
to Catholic–Protestant unity within the protests. The
narrative appeared more frequently among Ireland (S)
accounts, particularly from the Síol na hÉireann
political party, which employed both the framing and
riot footage as part of recruitment efforts (see table
below).

The X account for London-based journalist David
Atherton promoted (1.12)the “unity” narrative,
receiving 632k views [Fig. 1.10].

"For third night in a row, Irish people set fire
to homes of fake asylum seekers in Ballymena.
Protests spread to Coleraine, Larne,
Newtownabbey and other towns in Northern
Ireland. Corrupt politicians are to blame for
this who have flooded our cities with criminal
invaders.”

Figure 1.9 Irish based accounts on X promoting
the anti-immigrant riots

Similarly, posts from British-based accounts proved
the most impactful in terms of reach when agreeing
with the concerns of the rioters and protestors. This
category included well-known figures such as Katie
Hopkins and Stephen Yaxley-Lennon (aka Tommy
Robinson).

Coordinated Narratives?
During the August 2024 protests and riots, a
coordinated narrative emerged across a broad range
of social media accounts. This messaging presented
the fledgling anti-immigrant and Islamophobic
movement as transcending historic sectarian
divisions, uniting Catholics and Protestants against a
common enemy. While employed by some small local
accounts in the build-up to the riots, this narrative
went viral when promoted by accounts based in
Ireland (S), Britain, and Europe. These posts used
similar terminology and media in a manner designed
boost their analytics, successfully garnering millions
of views and engagements.

Ballymena! Family member of child who was raped by
Roma gypsies speaks out! Catholics & Protestants United!
Join Síol na hÉireann NOW!

Account Views

Ireland (S)NiallMcConnell5
(X)

Content Location

114k

Ballymena! Tensions are high after two Roma gypsies
raped local young girl! Protestant & Catholics MUST
UNTIE against the invasion of our island! Join Síol na
hÉireann below!

Ireland (S)NiallMcConnell5
(X)

47k

Ballymena! Angry locals speak out against the rape of a
young girl by roma gypsies! Catholics & Protestants
MUST UNTIE against the invasion of our Island! Join Síol
na hÉireann below!

Ireland (S)NiallMcConnell5
(X)

33k

Figure 1.10 David Atherton promoting the ‘unity’ narrative

https://x.com/TheLiberal_ie/status/1932214019106160870
https://x.com/RadioGenoa/status/1933060572108792267
https://x.com/DaveAtherton20/status/1932716895242727832
https://www.tiktok.com/@katiehopkinsuncut/video/7515342556956314902
https://www.tiktok.com/@katiehopkinsuncut/video/7515342556956314902
https://www.facebook.com/share/p/TzJMnLm5zqsQxKAT/
https://www.facebook.com/share/p/TzJMnLm5zqsQxKAT/
https://www.facebook.com/share/p/TzJMnLm5zqsQxKAT/
https://www.facebook.com/share/p/TzJMnLm5zqsQxKAT/
https://www.facebook.com/share/p/TzJMnLm5zqsQxKAT/
https://www.facebook.com/share/p/TzJMnLm5zqsQxKAT/
https://www.facebook.com/share/p/TzJMnLm5zqsQxKAT/
https://www.facebook.com/share/p/TzJMnLm5zqsQxKAT/
https://www.facebook.com/share/p/TzJMnLm5zqsQxKAT/
https://www.facebook.com/share/p/TzJMnLm5zqsQxKAT/
https://www.facebook.com/share/p/TzJMnLm5zqsQxKAT/
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David Atherton, who has a history of posting support
for far-right and anti-immigrant causes , and was also
prominent in the October 2024 events at Girls’ Model
School in north Belfast by amplifying disinformation
about the young girls who were ultimately forced to
leave the school for their own safety.

18

Committee on the Administration of Justice. (2025). Mapping Far Right Activity Online in Northern Ireland Project Report - Committee
on the Administration of Justice. p.23 [online]
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The other seven posts referencing “Catholic” or
“Protestant” largely originated from accounts aligned
with Irish nationalism and republicanism. These posts
condemned the violence and/or disagreed with the
concerns of the protestors and rioters by drawing
parallels between the experience of immigrants and
that of the Catholic community in Ballymena:

Remember folks, collusion is no illusion.

Confirmed on Nolan this morning that the RUC/PSNI
allowed the SEA-UDA to operate with impunity last night
in Ballymena.

It was only last year that the same UDA gang were
intimidating Irish Catholics from their homes in Antrim. It
was the case then too that no action was taken by the
supposed "police" service.

Account Views

Ireland (N)AnStreachailt__
(X)

Content Location

28k

The media has shown loyalists claiming Ballymena was a
great wee place until the 'foreigners' came along. It's
always been a town where hatred for Catholics was worn
as a badge of pride. Blacks and Asians are a similarly
easy, but more readily identifiable, target.

Ireland (N)tim_brannigan
(X)

29k

In loyal Ulster, Immigrants are the new Catholics. When
JimAllister was the DUP chief whip, he outlined his
'legitimate concerns' to Ballymena locals, who went on to
force a Catholic couple & their six children out of the
estate, smashing up their homes & car.
https://t.co/EHng1EcJOf

Ireland (N)JoeBrolly1993
(X)

63k

What is happening in Ballymena is reminiscent of a time
when violent loyalism burned catholics out of their
homes. We are not going back to those times ever again.
It is crucial now that order is restored and the attacks
stop.

Ireland (S)MaryLouMcDonald
 (X)

97k

https://www.facebook.com/share/p/TzJMnLm5zqsQxKAT/
https://www.facebook.com/share/p/TzJMnLm5zqsQxKAT/
https://www.facebook.com/share/p/TzJMnLm5zqsQxKAT/
https://www.facebook.com/share/p/TzJMnLm5zqsQxKAT/
https://www.facebook.com/share/p/TzJMnLm5zqsQxKAT/
https://www.facebook.com/share/p/TzJMnLm5zqsQxKAT/
https://www.facebook.com/share/p/TzJMnLm5zqsQxKAT/
https://www.facebook.com/share/p/TzJMnLm5zqsQxKAT/
https://www.facebook.com/share/p/TzJMnLm5zqsQxKAT/
https://www.facebook.com/share/p/TzJMnLm5zqsQxKAT/
https://www.facebook.com/share/p/TzJMnLm5zqsQxKAT/
https://www.facebook.com/share/p/TzJMnLm5zqsQxKAT/
https://www.facebook.com/share/p/TzJMnLm5zqsQxKAT/
https://www.facebook.com/share/p/TzJMnLm5zqsQxKAT/
https://www.facebook.com/share/p/TzJMnLm5zqsQxKAT/
https://www.facebook.com/share/p/TzJMnLm5zqsQxKAT/
https://www.facebook.com/share/p/TzJMnLm5zqsQxKAT/
https://www.facebook.com/share/p/TzJMnLm5zqsQxKAT/
https://t.co/EHng1EcJOf
https://www.facebook.com/share/p/TzJMnLm5zqsQxKAT/
https://www.facebook.com/share/p/TzJMnLm5zqsQxKAT/
https://www.facebook.com/share/p/TzJMnLm5zqsQxKAT/
https://www.facebook.com/share/p/TzJMnLm5zqsQxKAT/
https://www.facebook.com/share/p/TzJMnLm5zqsQxKAT/
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Figure 3. Social media post in the
Belvoir Area Residents Group 

Insights

Prevalence of anti-immigrant accounts
Posts that were either sympathetic with the
rioters or agreed with their concern constituted
the largest proportion from the sample data
(41%). Posts that seemingly “report” events
constituted the largest proportion when
examining the top 5% performing posts (40%).
However when examining the accounts behind
these “report” posts, 66% of them were from
accounts that would be considered “anti-
immigrant”; while the original post may adopt a
“reportage” tone in its reflection on events,
ensuing comments (and the posting history of the
account) leave no question about the audience
the post is directed towards – or the reactions it
was seeking to invoke. Effectively this mean anti-
immigrant narratives were much more successful
at reaching bigger audiences.

Limited narrative ‘co-option’
Unlike the August 2024, there did not appear to
be coordinated attempts to place a narrative
framing on the violence tailored towards
audiences outside of the jurisdiction. In particular
the “nationalists and unionists united” or
“Catholics and Protestants united” narrative did
not appear to be used in any effective fashion to
try and evidence the exceptional unpopularity of
Islam and immigration in the “west”. As opposed
to the August 2024 riots, there did not appear to
be replicated wording/phrases or media adopted
widely by external accounts across accounts and
platforms to amplify a coherent anti-immigrant
narrative.

Involvement of British accounts
Posts from British accounts promoting anti-
immigrant narratives outperformed southern and
northern Irish accounts. This is perhaps
unsurprising given the marginalisation of any
“nationalists and unionists united” narratives
which surrounded the August 2024 riots and
which were used successfully by southern Irish
accounts to reach their audiences, but also by the
increasing influence of topical British-based anti-
immigrant themes and tactics adopted by the
protestors and fledgling movement.
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 Facebook groups include Concerned Parents Newtownabbey, North Down Concerned Residents, Greater Shankill Concerned Residents,
Lower North Belfast Concerned Residents, Lower Shankill Residents Group, Ainsworth Drive, Loyalist Glengormley
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Overview and Methodology 
The Ballymena protests and riots, along with their
aftermath, saw a series of initiatives aimed at
sustaining and expanding a more visible, community-
based anti-immigrant movement. These initiatives
were primarily organised by groups that relied on
Facebook as their main platform for communicating
with followers and promoting involvement in
activities.

For this analysis, we adopted a targeted approach by
identifying accounts that actively promoted anti-
immigrant activities between June and August 2025.
These accounts were then assessed based on the
activities they instigated or participated in.

Evolving Tactics
Between August 2024 and February 2025, various
attempts were made to organise mass mobilisations
in city centres. These aimed to demonstrate the
strength of the anti-immigrant base, secure media
exposure for their issues, and potentially attract new
supporters to the fledgling movement. The
mobilisations were promoted by local social media
accounts - primarily community-based Facebook
groups - which shared both promotional material and
streams of alleged incidents involving immigrants
engaged in predatory or anti-social behaviour.

Despite these efforts, the tactic failed to build
momentum through visible displays of support. Anti-
immigration protests were consistently dwarfed by
counter-protesters advocating for refugee and
asylum rights, whose diverse participation reflected
broader community support and a rejection of racism
and xenophobia .

However, this failure did not render anti-immigration
activism ineffective. All the protests, particularly
those of August 2024, received widespread coverage
in both traditional and social media – heavily
influenced by a narrative developed through social
media accounts based outside the jurisdiction [Fig.
2.1]. This included the false claim  that anti-Islam and
anti-immigrant sentiments were uniting nationalists
and unionists in a historically unprecedented
fashion .
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Narratives: Social Media Activity

Overall Sentiments 
Additionally, violence against immigrant families has
become a persistent feature of our weekly media and
social media landscape , creating increasingly hostile
environments where immigrants cannot live safely –
effectively establishing de facto "no-go" areas.
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The Ballymena protests and riots appear to have
provided a springboard for establishing a more
stronger, confident and visible anti-immigrant
presence in local communities. While the
mobilisations between August 2024 and February
2025 were not organised under any particular group's
auspices, the June 2025 protests saw the emergence
of a small network of social media accounts –
predominantly community-based Facebook groups –
that took responsibility for organising protests and
promoting anti-immigrant narratives.

These accounts have generally, though not
exclusively, adopted the "Concerned Residents/
Parents" label . Their activities are openly focused
on making local communities hostile for immigrants,
with particular emphasis on localised issues and
targets.

22

Figure 2.1 Twitter coverage of the August 2024 protests

https://www.facebook.com/stuartrobinsonradio/posts/pfbid0284PPcMDbmfQ1sxAnCjD6B4pYGw2JCAG539LoEB9wV7n2CajW1rKkQFrV28VZ61GNl?__cft__%5b0%5d=AZXhvNKAmq5OmCTxwHtRXJhi0r7zvbBJt8skWa35u2W-AOE5EMp2POt4DaL4V_GKDKWuiv3rFVAXgoVUke5OVCiiAFewhMJvMU-ME2Cqx472OfvcSK93sJ3GUgbi4z70KVwjRhOSP8K3r-ZbRyy_KRV-ruVK8PrXvYV6vpHj23KhQ-99w1n3k74zEaW-kWNlwQw&amp;__tn__=%2CO%2CP-R
https://www.facebook.com/stuartrobinsonradio/posts/pfbid0284PPcMDbmfQ1sxAnCjD6B4pYGw2JCAG539LoEB9wV7n2CajW1rKkQFrV28VZ61GNl?__cft__%5b0%5d=AZXhvNKAmq5OmCTxwHtRXJhi0r7zvbBJt8skWa35u2W-AOE5EMp2POt4DaL4V_GKDKWuiv3rFVAXgoVUke5OVCiiAFewhMJvMU-ME2Cqx472OfvcSK93sJ3GUgbi4z70KVwjRhOSP8K3r-ZbRyy_KRV-ruVK8PrXvYV6vpHj23KhQ-99w1n3k74zEaW-kWNlwQw&amp;__tn__=%2CO%2CP-R
https://x.com/CilComLFC/status/1819758286163382600
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Targeting Housing
The targeting of houses accommodating immigrant
residents was a defining feature of the June 2025
riots. Homes of immigrants were the first target of the
rioters in Ballymena on 9 June. That same night in
Cullybackey, Co. Antrim there was an arson attack
[Fig. 2.1]  on a Filipino family’s car. These attacks were
followed two days later by another arson attack [Fig.
2.2] on an immigrant-owned vehicle in Ballysillan,
North Belfast. On 13 June, two homes housing
immigrants in Portadown were attacked. The Loyalist
Markethill Facebook group sought to justify [Fig. 2.3]
this violence, claiming locals were weary of landlords
“cashing in on housing migrants at the expense of our
children’s safety.”

The intimidation campaign escalated further on 15
June when a Ballymena letting agent’s office was
vandalised [Fig. 2.4] with “Locals Only!” graffiti. The
following day, a South Belfast property was defaced
with slogans demanding the expulsion of Romanian
residents . By late June, momentum was sustained
through organised picketing, such as the Ainsworth
Drive Facebook group’s protest [Fig. 2.5] outside a
Woodvale estate agent on 23 June. Demonstrators
accused the agency of facilitating “mass uncontrolled,
unvetted immigration.” That same day, a protest on
Shore Road, North Belfast targeted a home allegedly
housing “four adult fighting-age males and one young
female” – framed as concern for the woman’s welfare.

23

On 3 July, a protest [Fig. 2.6] in the Graymount area
of North Belfast was organised in response to
baseless claims of “five abductions” and warnings
about “27 foreigners moved into three houses,” with
the area allegedly being “tarnished with Muslims.”
The following week, on 14 July, a Housing Executive
van in Bearnagh Drive, West Belfast, was spray-
painted [Fig. 2.7] with the slogan “RAA House the
IRISH NOT-WOGS Traitors” – a reference to the far-
right group Republicans Against Antifa (RAA).

The campaign intensified on 8 August when an
eviction in East Belfast was live-streamed, showing a
“foreign man” being escorted from a property by the
PSNI. The individual had previously faced harassment
from vigilantes who falsely accused him of “following
children” and warned him to avoid public spaces at
night, threatening that “next time it mightn’t be as
pleasant.”

Meanwhile, the Ainsworth Drive Facebook group
escalated its efforts by distributing placards warning
landlords against housing immigrants. The design
mirrored those previously removed by the PSNI in
Rathcoole during September 2024.

 irishnews.com (2025). House targeted with anti-migrant graffiti in south Belfast. [online] The Irish News. Available at:
https://www.irishnews.com/news/northern-ireland/house-targeted-with-anti-migrant-graffiti-in-south-belfast-
UZMJ5OKQA5AHVCE5NIMIRTAWWM/
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Figure 2.1 Filipino family’s car burnt out in first night of
rioting in Ballymena

Figure 2.2 Filipino family’s car burnt out in first night of
rioting in Ballymena

https://www.facebook.com/reel/1346754683050712/?__cft__%5b0%5d=AZWyzFoFQTcjo7PtbE2FBdbnAKQEsaNfsq5tAlnmGrcAw-s5VFbGb0hSskwWNlHQ7O9c6XASrUF7EWRg8TxSBRxL_PAnN_cn8TrK2q6TDnRIumN4FBR4MRrnC8O2-KUfDByF4w4p9ZiF-Da6RvcCy9uE-CraIS2t9BCdq2b8V_b1f-NW89-uoAJDvKJ0LaZBJz-x8eeR_o94xWiU6iPBYDyI&__tn__=%2CO%2CP-R
https://www.facebook.com/brian.kingston3/posts/pfbid0mK5mTYFR6nL5uuokTq5Q1i99dbb6L9vCBC3HE3Mdr7LZoRkUgVbDVNEKbfV1tgAwl
https://www.facebook.com/permalink.php?story_fbid=pfbid0joxqsWPQsVjypyAgyfmLieBpdYajaKPviUvJzVTHboZKTgk5ASMd3TE32qmULZCSl&id=100068314042458&__cft__%5b0%5d=AZUFfjJi6CbYVcIp8PL6_zGnP6eN9mllPUqD8zX0FpqT2HFLgm1pUyVlL7t2j3pVEYUZNgO49DcU5w9To5DXDp-hPP1SDfHet3jHpj41qEL-Hd1CfQ7vOIUTHlaP4hlaMS7m8MaVfvY4fbtmM4Ywm34Duh9m960kVGh1WYY6g8Lj8Oc836NrKeQJmfKikTkA9wo&__tn__=%2CO%2CP-R
https://www.facebook.com/permalink.php?story_fbid=pfbid02m6Z2rhyKWxa26rUMbS7K5sZQMYpDvmTBDWg4vSKVooj8oHZsahrdqJNxxArjdtAKl&id=61553574652297&__cft__%5b0%5d=AZWh7T0QylOrd4e1fDDoIEAJ7zRQYG2UqIA-5Zzwi0jWC3h1tprXiQFDGsxwcNcFRv05sK0Un2M9Yhd9dZOpz4bu8ZPAYtbKLp9vQsFAoKjTNoMn6o4TOOuv0klb-c6YMb1T4tOytIi_lYt-6oawGT-kG3ojMgEzP2PYXSq_HLWnNBj72j3_mPL7k8WE35aOBOIZOtdxFaRwVGE66Vzz28Za&__tn__=%2CO%2CP-R
https://www.facebook.com/permalink.php?story_fbid=pfbid0xqhQsy9qBr1a54Noup5KfNhanBEGLNB3dhECz65v71Bt8y35gQWo5dEs99D5WxjSl&id=61576780628555
https://www.facebook.com/watch/?v=2991438957694074
https://www.facebook.com/search/posts/?q=RAA%20House%20the%20IRISH%20NOT-WOGS%20Traitors
https://www.facebook.com/search/posts/?q=RAA%20House%20the%20IRISH%20NOT-WOGS%20Traitors
https://www.facebook.com/61578701950191/videos/1054729930167615
https://www.facebook.com/permalink.php?story_fbid=pfbid07ZZcyq6sYcr8kvveEwCUAGz6Qx2Jr84ChP2cZCCzpS2C6x65HrGnXM3if6Yz2yp4l&id=61576780628555&__cft__%5b0%5d=AZUXKt-88SEhyRJDeEm-OmRtac3xB7CmBL-HRurH1lEzNfrC7ZuZMlP6X4udQ-XduWj13i-7WpzMLdCNdXtxOpWzXPBg6TShA3m7SFTeWfLWxEHFdMohfh3lB0lI9XOLjuwit2a2VHm7sk3_tEriMsp9dIMnoGXYekplJoXJe0_meleyrLvnNS-Wp7WxaLc7Nv4xP0cAXi2jZciCxDrCh2kx&__tn__=%2CO%2CP-R


Figure 2.3 Facebook posts attempting to justify the riots

Figure 2.5 Protestors in Woodvale accusing a letting agent
of facilitating “mass uncontrolled, unvetted immigration”.

Figure 2.4 Ballymena letting agents offices vandalised with
“Locals Only!” graffiti
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Figure 2.6 Commentary on a protest in the Graymount area of
North Belfast, sparked by unfounded claims of abductions and
the arrival of “foreigners” in a local house.

Figure 2.7 Republicans Against Antifa (RAA) graffiti on a
Housing Executive van in Bearnagh Drive, West Belfast
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Targeting Hotels
The failure of successive governments to address
rising housing demand, including the privatisation of
asylum accommodation provision which has reduced
private rental stock, has led the UK Home Office to
implement a policy of accommodating asylum seekers
in hotels. This approach has created highly visible
targets for anti-immigration activists across Britain and
Ireland.

In Northern Ireland, sustained protests began at the
Marine Court Hotel in Bangor, Co. Down in March
2023, with demonstrations continuing weekly [Fig.
2.8] throughout summer 2025. The protests gained
notable attention when Stephen Yaxley-Lennon (aka
Tommy Robinson), co-founder of the English Defence
League, attended in October 2023. During the August
2024 riots, protesters also targeted hotels in Belfast
city centre.24

The campaign expanded on 19 June 2025 when
‘Concerned Parents Newtownabbey’ organised
protests at the Chimney Corner Hotel in
Newtownabbey. The group had floated (2.15) the
idea days earlier to test public support. Protesters
cited unverified claims of predatory behaviour by
residents, with momentum building after Epping
Council in England demanded the UK government
"immediately" end housing asylum seekers in The Bell
Hotel.25

On 9 August, The Great Province-Wide Protest N.I.
organised a demonstration outside Belfast's Ten
Square Hotel (owned by the same company as
Chimney Corner). Promoted as a rally supporting their
moderator Steven Baker, the event drew significant
counter-protests. Baker later posted:

 Rice, J. (2024). Anti-immigration protest in Belfast city centre ends after BBC offices locked down. [online] BelfastTelegraph.co.uk. Available
at: https://www.belfasttelegraph.co.uk/news/northern-ireland/anti-immigration-protest-in-belfast-city-centre-ends-after-bbc-offices-locked-
down/a1256182684.html
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 Sky News. (2025). Epping council demands government ‘immediately’ close asylum hotel – as Home Office works to ‘restore order’. [online]
Available at: https://news.sky.com/story/epping-council-demands-government-immediately-close-asylum-hotel-as-home-office-works-to-
restore-order-13401550
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 https://howfarfrommydoorstep.co.uk/26

Figure 2.8 Anti-immigration protestors marching on Marine
Court Hotel, Bangor

"The next time I take my protest crew back
into the city centre, they finally know who I am
and what I'm about... Again thank you to all
those that came in my hour of need."

These protests slot into a a UK-wide trend where lists
of asylum accommodation centres are posted on
social media and websites 26 and these centres
become rallying points for anti-immigrant protestors
[Fig. 2.9].

Figure 2.9 ’Epping is Everywhere’ social media graphic
urging communities to address a “migrant crisis”

https://www.facebook.com/61576479788389/videos/1360608751668336/?__cft__%5b0%5d=AZVJ5h2NKz0mAKS_vEo2DBK2VvcT6NIplUpjBs0BflMVUnwbH9XDpo7PjAHERa47zSp4r_i3ZvNGGeG1JQKUjw3u5RUn5MA09HgIbyU9wSq7fQ_7qP_WJhRDNh6lr5sn_KH89ImM6SUrn81k0KEJPXGXof1WBSWVYXe_S-1iywsvgSFuDmSq3LYY1PPWp1hJfmlq30Xvk1vh_ppSQ9_aiTo3&__tn__=%2CO%2CP-R
https://www.facebook.com/photo?fbid=122133139118831252&set=a.122097274130831252
https://www.facebook.com/permalink.php?story_fbid=pfbid035e5rqMZ9Z7Cm4vz4KGvNiCy5hN9XT7kkCR7WpbSidzcofAJ1bNPbW1n5Q83AuqAl&id=61576273790848&__cft__%5b0%5d=AZUGth8t3J8HfJoz4mRE29FkOM-lIczmNcCH7nvRv76pe-wiWvtf3SPNP3jT6IlliNHh3kcRoRxlkKzkwhi6ojYsrMvNOFhY8qZivPk7AvlLv-tatsj3M4aHjrha59LqR6artXvPqxeQ7xNQsPQxgYQ5W4_LMA9q8WMxiPG8mkZ2uVEH1XV33D_EVfUgYi1EHUM&__tn__=%2CO%2CP-R


Targetting Businesses
Attacks targeting businesses owned by immigrant
families have been a persistent feature of racist
activism. During the August 2024 riots in Belfast,
multiple immigrant-owned businesses were destroyed
in arson attacks , including a restaurant in
Newtownabbey that same month . These tactics re-
emerged during and following the June 2025 riots.

27
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On 12 June, the Loyalist Edgarstown Bonfire
Facebook page issued a statement warning of:
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This rhetoric escalated four days later when
Concerned Parents Newtownabbey promoted a
boycott campaign against Just Eat and Deliveroo [Fig.
2.10], alleging these companies employed immigrants
without proper work authorisation. The campaign was
amplified by groups like Loyalists United - The LDL
and some southern-based accounts. These claims
received credibility when UK Prime Minister Keir
Starmer stated he would share addresses of asylum
hostels with food delivery employers to prevent hiring
of residents .29

The Ainsworth Drive Facebook account coordinated
regular protests outside a McDonald's in Woodvale,
west Belfast, warning:

Figure 2.10 English far-right activist, Tommy Robinson shared
posts on X reporting on the events occurring in Ballymena

"a vast influx of unvetted, criminal pseudo-
asylum seekers, with no intent of contributing
or following the everyday values aligned with
our society. Inflicting criminality, violence and
sexual crime, with a warped perception of
how women and children are treated... many
who are here illegally, working cash in hand in
places like car washes and nail salons or
sharing insurance policies and driving licences
to work illegally for food delivery companies."

 Wilson, R. (2024). Belfast: ‘My life is threatened - there is no hope here’. BBC News. [online] 5 Aug. Available at:
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/c2edd7gmjy2o.

27

 Black, R. (2024). Racially-motivated arson attack on restaurant condemned as ‘deplorable’. [online] The Independent. Available at:
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/rebecca-black-muslim-facebook-inquiries-police-b2599606.html

28

 Jacobin.com. (2025). Working With Delivery Platforms to Harass Migrants. [online] Available at: https://jacobin.com/2025/07/starmer-uk-
delivery-platforms-migrants

29

"[Using] these food delivery companies is
aiding the mass uncontrolled illegal
immigration, I urge you to think twice before
using them."

In early August, East Belfast Nightwatch First Division
- a newly formed vigilante group - filmed themselves
harassing a Deliveroo driver, accusing them of
"dodgy" behaviour.

On 9 August, two months after the Ballymena riots
began, the Ballymena Reaction Group Facebook
page documented a protest against a car wash run by
members of the Roma community, where access was
blocked while police observed. [Fig. 2.11]

Figure 2.11 TikTok video of a protest outside a carwash



Figure 2.12 Facebook post reacting to a pipe bomb being
thrown into the Belfast Islamic Centre during evening prayer
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Targeting Places of Worship
The August 2024 anti-immigrant protests were initially
advertised as a march on the Belfast Islamic Centre to
demand their withdrawal from the city. Ten months
later, on 20 June, a man was arrested for throwing a
pipe bomb into the Islamic Centre while people were
inside. Loyalists United – The LDL reacted by posting
[Fig. 2.12]:

 Leebody, C. (2025). Police investigation launched after graffiti sprayed on west Belfast church following ‘large protest’. [online]
BelfastTelegraph.co.uk. Available at: https://www.belfasttelegraph.co.uk/news/northern-ireland/police-investigation-launched-after-graffiti-
sprayed-on-west-belfast-church-following-large-protest/a2141866077.html

30

 Committee on the Administration of Justice. (2025). Mapping Far Right Activity Online in Northern Ireland Project Report - Committee on
the Administration of Justice. p.33
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"Well how about they stop preaching their vile
hate filled anti British anti western anti
protestant/christian sentiment then?? If you
want to preach Islam then we have directions
to the perfect place..........Pakistan!!”

In the Shankill area of west Belfast on 20 July, a
protest was held outside the Church of the Firstborn
following an alleged incident involving "a foreign
national taking images on his phone of local children
out in the street playing innocently as children do".
The PSNI responded to reports of a man "acting
suspiciously" but later stated "no offences were
detected."  Some immigrants attend Christian
services at this church. Graffiti was sprayed on the
building reading: "Ala out! God only! Pedos out!".

30

The intimidation continued on 10 August when the
Shankill Community Fellowship was vandalised with
graffiti warning: "Asylum seekers will be shot. Leave
our kids alone! C-18 S-C-COY". 'C-18' stands for
'Combat-18', while 'S-C-COY' refers to the loyalist
paramilitary group, the Ulster Defence Association's
Shankill C Company.

Targeting Schools
In November 2024, protests erupted at Girls' Model
School following unfounded rumours of Muslim gangs
intimidating white students. These included
widespread social media disinformation about knives
being concealed in hijabs and other unsubstantiated
claims. The situation escalated to attempted attacks
on the girls' homes, forcing them to relocate after
school management stated they could not guarantee
their safety. British-based accounts played a
significant role in shaping and amplifying this
misinformation.31

On 5 August 2025, Concerned Parents of
Newtownabbey reposted a "Terrorist Attack Alert"
originating from the @ActivePatriotUK X account. The
post linked hotel protests to alleged threats against
children, stating:

"ISIS Soldiers are in HOTELS and HMOs ready
for a NATIONWIDE ATTACK. UK infant and
primary schools are the target. They're going
to BEHEAD our KIDS"

Figure 2.13 Facebook post stating ISIS soldiers in hotels &
HMOs will target primary schools and behead UK children

On 5 August 2025, Concerned Parents of
Newtownabbey reposted a "Terrorist Attack Alert"
originating from the @ActivePatriotUK X account.
The post linked hotel protests to alleged threats
against children [Fig. 2.13].

https://www.facebook.com/LoyalistsUnitedTheLDL/posts/pfbid0jfSgGkxb6qiasLNqFaXNPdwCW4x7x55tX7PMpGRiufFwmUTh7ALJvjBVLKzNGUkjl?__cft__%5b0%5d=AZV9b5iE4FGAvRWS8DBu1k1AsajGNPwg8vfqdlEVxn3mYJTUuE-PwCSKjrKVIUHmddvF3fVjdBbhwkXlWSO16hl2Nwo7KpKv1SM1Z1x8skfeMXdJMrR5Cft3DXC3pcTTl4-Tp4tnZMRdOesF8tIorCIDtTCIPt_N1zJvHCo7KjmXWcENwbq5S4FREwj-Ac978ip5lyShBWXq4OL3N0pZrBx3&__tn__=%2CO%2CP-R
https://www.facebook.com/permalink.php?story_fbid=pfbid0kRtzJ4p52Bzk9JPf7LrAWqipqRE2f2z2ESjXuw6ijaYFvfas61n38qBGRBBZHQKpl&id=61576273790848&__cft__%5b0%5d=AZVtHPm1R75iaHqopOxdGIYTatv6QW6jwmhyi3QjbNpO6D4ml83ea5C7ZmAbde1i_5leiFdnv1mK8_xrXtovtxSjoUKx-KwfcX4WFdW7TMEPV9KRAKVErlTPUzbY9ilVB0XdgQ4JXHMB5WS1EkqmrYQN0IIq4QAxoAnV_r-kumEfFwVTJM-FVAOmQ5zeO9N5ImheXTnHGT7G1IZeZ7natbv9&__tn__=%2CO%2CP-R
https://www.facebook.com/permalink.php?story_fbid=pfbid0kRtzJ4p52Bzk9JPf7LrAWqipqRE2f2z2ESjXuw6ijaYFvfas61n38qBGRBBZHQKpl&id=61576273790848&__cft__%5b0%5d=AZVtHPm1R75iaHqopOxdGIYTatv6QW6jwmhyi3QjbNpO6D4ml83ea5C7ZmAbde1i_5leiFdnv1mK8_xrXtovtxSjoUKx-KwfcX4WFdW7TMEPV9KRAKVErlTPUzbY9ilVB0XdgQ4JXHMB5WS1EkqmrYQN0IIq4QAxoAnV_r-kumEfFwVTJM-FVAOmQ5zeO9N5ImheXTnHGT7G1IZeZ7natbv9&__tn__=%2CO%2CP-R


The posts claimed the information came from "the
Pakistani community in Dewsbury that can speak
Afghanistani". The Express amplified these claims
with the headline:
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"ISIS jihadists behead Christians and burn
churches as terrorists plot 'European
attacks'".32

Figure 2.14 TUV Cllr. response to accusations that NI primary
schools were having pupils write “valentine’s cards” to “adult
refugees”

 Wilson, C. (2025). ISIS jihadists behead Christians and burn churches as terrorists plot ‘European attacks’. [online] Express.co.uk. Available
at: https://www.express.co.uk/news/world/2092595/isis-jihadists-behead-christians-burn

32

On 11 August, the England-based Great British
National Protest announced plans to publish a list of
Schools of Sanctuary participants, alleging:

"1,200 schools are currently teaching children
as young a 5 year old to write love letters,
Valentine's Day cards and make pledges to
migrants in the UK."

The following day, Lower Shankill Residents Group
shared a statement by Belfast City Councillor Ron
McDowell (TUV), a school governor [Fig. 2.14]:

"I'm really disappointed to see lies being
spread... these allegations are unfounded are
damaging to the school reputation and cause
undue panic."

Emerging divisions became apparent on 13 August
when Steven Baker, moderator of The Great
Province-Wide Protest N.I. Facebook group, shared:

"time to take all of our children out of school
they are in serious danger. If this is what your
own authorities are willing to do to our
children, imagine what a jihadi will do".

Vigilante Patrols
The formation of "community patrols" and vigilante
groups represents a new tactic adopted by anti-
immigrant networks following the Ballymena protests.
On 10 June 2025, immediately after the first night of
rioting, the Ainsworth Drive Facebook group
announced [Fig. 2.15] plans to establish "an active
walking/patroling group to walk the streets to make
sure our area is safe and protected".

This initiative appears to have developed into the
Greater Shankill Concerned Residents group.

The intended targets of these groups are explicit in
their social media communications. The Loyalist
Glengormley page instructs followers to monitor:

Figure 2.15 Facebook post advertising a “patroling group”

"Strange and suspicious behaviour in
glengormley and surrounding areas like certain
houses that could be used as a front for
something else, business like kebab shops,
barber shops & nail bars, migrants who are
clearly out of place like in parks etc. Let
people know as well as myself. These will be
investigated in full. Houses and cars are being
burnt out and im not ashamed to say i have no
sympathy for these immagrants one bit."

Violent incidents have accompanied these patrols. On
22 July, social media circulated a video apparently
showing East Belfast vigilantes assaulting a migrant  
who afterwards required hospital treatment [Fig.
2.15]. The accompanying post stated:

"no documentation, no sleeping on the
streets... we will find them all"

Figure 2.15 Social media video of East Belfast vigilantes
assaulting a migrant who later required hospital treatment

https://www.facebook.com/lowershankillabandonedresidents/posts/pfbid0Szw2iCzjfy8VAv5h3Hr6VjhA8uzKXDtRhpkkSbkX2f7Jek6QqpMd2rRs8xhd8pejl?__cft__%5b0%5d=AZW2vbRqO8ufI169Vsy3x-ItofA9kcRgOt0CbfhuRP73j3jshBR2s3tkCsYtUHoymEQSC5l_Fcxv3qAsRwFrGqz91zzCoyqToQCZeATUaQbKxda7ObmAWnw-AA46iaUfU2Y&amp;__tn__=%2CO%2CP-R
https://www.facebook.com/groups/1400319714595535


media platforms. This evidence was compiled into a
dossier  and submitted to the PSNI, Policing Board
members and politicians. Such monitoring can be
seen as an evolution of the counter-protest tactics
used during the August 2024 and subsequent anti-
immigrant mobilisations in city centres.
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The vigilante groups justify their existence by framing
immigrant presence as inherently threatening,
particularly to women and children. This narrative
found political expression in Belfast City Councillor
Dean McCullough's (DUP) 24 June motion
'Safeguarding Belfast Playparks', which proposed
banning "loitering by adults with no lawful purpose".
McCullough claimed this addressed "the disturbing
rise in reports of indecent, threatening, and predatory
behaviour in public playparks".36

Public parks have long been flashpoints for racial
attacks. In June 2023, a woman and children suffered
racist abuse in Newtownabbey's Hazelbank Park . By
June 2025, Concerned Parents of Newtownabbey
Facebook group reported sightings of homeless
immigrants in the same park, prompting comments
[Fig. 2.17] like:

37
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The East Belfast Nightwatch First Division regularly
posts videos harassing non-white people during
patrols [Fig. 2.16]. Prominent member Neil
Pinkerton  has been "known to the police for his
alleged involvement in animal cruelty" for over a
decade . Following media coverage (2.39), BBC's
Nolan Show exposed the group and reported the
PSNI describing them as investigating "racist thugs".
On 18 August 2025 a 37-year-old man was arrested
over alleged vigilante behaviour in east Belfast. The
PSNI said:
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 Red Rose Database (2025). NEIL PINKERTON’S BRUTAL ANIMAL CRUELTY IN BELFAST SPARKS OUTRAGE AND CONTROVERSY | Red
Rose UK News Article. [online] Madebyredrose.co.uk. Available at: https://madebyredrose.co.uk/public/abuser/neil-pinkerton
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 Morris, A. (2025). Belfast vigilantes who confront ‘migrants’ on camera led by alleged animal abuser. [online] BelfastTelegraph.co.uk.
Available at: https://www.belfasttelegraph.co.uk/news/northern-ireland/belfast-vigilantes-who-confront-migrants-on-camera-led-by-
alleged-animal-abuser/a1437035966.html
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 The dossier was viewed by this report’s authors.35

 Kenwood, M. (2025). ‘Predatory behaviour’: Belfast councillor calls for ban on adults ‘loitering’ in children’s play parks. [online]
BelfastTelegraph.co.uk. Available at: https://www.belfasttelegraph.co.uk/news/northern-ireland/predatory-behaviour-belfast-councillor-
calls-for-ban-on-adults-loitering-in-childrens-play-parks/a67961533.html
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 News, I. (2023). Police investigate report of race-motivated hate at Hazelbank Park in Newtownabbey. [online] ITV News. Available at:
https://www.itv.com/news/utv/2023-06-08/police-investigate-report-of-race-motivated-hate-in-newtownabbey
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"They are confronting and intimidating
innocent members of the public, largely on
the basis of the colour of their skin. Those
involved have neither the legal nor the moral
authority to do this."

Figure 2.16 Social media video of East Belfast vigilantes
assaulting a migrant who later required hospital treatment

Prior to the PSNI response a network of refugee
rights activists, working under the title Accountability
Project, methodically documented the activities of
these vigilante groups – often before many of the
posts had been removed from the various social

Figure 2.17 Social media post discussing reports of homeless
immigrants

"I'm sick sore and fucking tired sitting here
doing fk all about it, are going to wait until
one of these dirty bastards rape our kids"

and

"WISH I WAS 20 YEARS YOUNGER, ID BE IN
JAIL OVER THESE RATS"

This focus has spawned numerous social media posts
photographing non-white park visitors with captions
questioning their presence:

"Rathcoole park. 2 in park 3 at bus stop,
head scarfs in black with no kids no need to
be there."

https://www.facebook.com/permalink.php?story_fbid=pfbid0aHujGuKUgHpF2AzVgriiHs54Y7ZXEJqdw5iwKkdCm2tXVTNfktxStqbca8eDuw3Wl&id=61576273790848&comment_id=1116910196926162&__cft__%5b0%5d=AZVCL5E0azJAC8xRAU4nJ3Hubl-klh4D3qGlP53TeJWMXQ9-XCn3QG3c_9DrhmhTTl1gmbjyPl-oKddYETeaguUSNRVlfdIhHADu6sGv0uyHuwjmXZIZRSMfIJjLKfqtBCqzBtyrzGJBJcLlQ-wVgt9RSCf1NNMZp-FW2KT5WD1LcQ&__tn__=R%5d-R
https://www.facebook.com/permalink.php?story_fbid=pfbid0u69wFNUgS1EaoK8acgWFTE5NedxcKyiU4eTHtygNLJGsq2v4rG3mLHvsTGLtHCDDl&id=61576273790848&__cft__%5b0%5d=AZUDp1g1AqguiePIwoiL8AfcUsoYMJ1URYKgrx-jIIeVPhnVCZNaMxF4EUpFmZMNu9POHq-To5zqsIFU2Nv5We2RR_FK61A2lHYlDMsLEdLl22oZsHf17oUJLcEODgRW6AUArKqLkLsRHz5OL8RqCY3Q04QCVa32Fa0LAsxdMFQfutOY-VUH0iIzo1coCrWdiyOTBn_2AJbv9Xr8U43FtHzn&__tn__=%2CO%2CP-R


Despite their online prominence, these groups
appear to struggle with community engagement.
Ainsworth Drive lamented on 24 June:

23

"Severe lack of boots on the ground from the
greater Shankill community..."

 Toner, J. (2025). Immigration protesters shoulder to shoulder with loyalist killer. [online] Belfasttelegraph.co.uk. Available at:
https://www.belfasttelegraph.co.uk/sunday-life/news/immigration-protesters-shoulder-to-shoulder-with-loyalist-killer/a99199491.html
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 Morris, A. (2025). Belfast vigilantes who confront ‘migrants’ on camera led by alleged animal abuser. [online] BelfastTelegraph.co.uk.
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followed the next day by:

"'Deserted, Well I can stand alone!' This phrase
is how it feels for the same faces out every
night for one measly hour, what is one hour to
anyone?"

and on 26 June:

"Well it's apparent that the majority of the
Greater Shankill see that there is nothing wrong
with mass uncontrolled unvetted illegal
immigration in this area."

Green and Orange United?
The spread of anti-immigrant protests and riots from
June 2025 across specific cities, towns, and areas -
along with the political and cultural alignment of
supportive social media accounts, the emergence of
"Concerned Residents" groups, and anti-immigrant
messaging [Fig. 2.19] around July bonfires - confirms
that this activism is finding fertile ground in some
loyalist communities. This pattern follows previous
mobilisations and riots between August 2024 and
February 2025, and mirrors political responses that
largely split along traditional fault-lines.

The prominent personalities emerging within the anti-
immigrant movement, both online and at protests, as
well as the predominant locations of the protests and
groups, demonstrate clear affinities with Ulster
Loyalism and British nationalism.  When questioned
about loyalist paramilitary involvement in attacks on

38

police during the Portadown riots, the PSNI Chief
Constable stated that while individuals associated
with loyalist paramilitaries were observed near the
violence:

"We're still very much in the throes of trying to
identify who was involved last night in the
disorder... But we absolutely did see in
Portadown last night, people who were
directing young people and directing others
back and forwards to try and get around
police lines, find weak points, throw weaponry,
etc."

Similarly, Loyalist Glengormley complained on 13
August [Fig. 2.18]:

"Numbers have been slacking, fair play to
the hardcore thats been there every day and
night. Pull the finger out and step up."

Figure 2.18 Facebook post lamenting low turnout at local
anti-immigrant protests

Figure 2.19 Facebook post showcasing anti-immigrant
messaging at a 11  July bonfire in Moygashelth

The Belfast Telegraph reported sources denying
paramilitary involvement in east Belfast vigilante
activity however on 18 August it was reported that
an Ulster Defense Association gang had set fire to

39 
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two cars and spray painted “move out or be burnt
out” on the home of an immigrant family . The gang
were “were threatening to force every immigrant out
of the Ratchoole estate” in north Belfast and drawing
up a hit list.
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While anti-immigrant sentiment and isolated attacks
have occurred in republican areas, these have failed to
gain significant political traction or spawn organised
local anti-immigrant groups. In July 2025, a Housing
Executive van in West Belfast was vandalised with
racist graffiti - an act universally condemned  by local
political representatives. Belfast Communities Against
Fascism claimed [Fig. 2.7] that the individual
responsible – who they allege was a lead member of
Republicans Against Antifa (RAA) and southern-based
political grouping Clann Éireann – was
“apprehended” and given “a stern talking to. We wish
him a speedy recovery.“
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On 23 June, a "Newry Says No!" march [Fig. 2.20]
featuring young men carrying tricolours emerged
partly in response to Newry's progression towards
City of Sanctuary status. On 6 July, this was countered
by a "Newry Says No to Racism" rally and a member
of the republican 1916 Societies, was placed under
investigation for attending the “Newry Says No!” rally.

Facebook pages ‘Newry Says No’, ‘Time to Rise’,
‘Avant Garde Promotions’ and ‘Melissa Ciummei’ are
providing a social media presence for these anti-
immigrant voices and seem to be trying to establish a
community presence by organinsing initiatives  
opposed to the Council’s City of Sanctuary initiatives.

As during the August 2024 riots, some high-profile
southern Irish social media accounts supported the
anti-immigrant movement in the north. Síol na
hÉireann, self-described as "Ireland's only Christian
Nationalist Movement", produced a recruitment video  
incorporating footage of rioters burning immigrant
homes in Ballymena. However Loyalists United – the
LDL made their position (2.54) on anti-immigrant cross
community alliances clear:

 Reporter, S.L. (2025). UDA thugs draw up immigrant expulsion hit-list in NI estate. [online] Belfasttelegraph.co.uk. Available at:
https://www.belfasttelegraph.co.uk/sunday-life/news/uda-thugs-draw-up-immigrant-expulsion-hit-list-in-ni-estate/a824389646.html
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 Graffiti painted onto NIHE van being treated as racist hate crime. (2025). BBC News. [online] 15 Jul. Available at:
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/c784kpykne4o.
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Figure 2.20 Counter-protest to ‘Newry Says No!’ march;
‘Newry Says No to Racism’

“Irish nationalism nor republicanism WILL
NEVER be our friends... We will never
surrender our British heritage by getting into
bed with nationalism”

Figure 3. Social media post in the
Belvoir Area Residents Group 

Insights

Changing role of social media
Social media has evolved from being almost
exclusively used as an amplification tool for
anti-immigrant narratives into an organising and
communication tool for community based
activism. This has accompanied the growth of
more transparent anti-immigrant organising
tactics with identifiable groups and individuals
coordinating.

Political and Cultural Contexts Matter
The location of the activities, the social media
account profiles and posting history of the
groups organising activities makes it evident
that anti-immigrant narratives are resonating
within elements of the loyalist community to a
greater extent than other communities. Legacy
and social media coverage of these anti-
immigrant activities demonstrate that these
groups do not command the allegiance of a
majority of people in these communities, but
the trend is undeniable. To date these anti-
immigrant narratives failed to find
organisational support in republican
communities, but there are repeated attempts
to find and exploit populist in-roads.

https://www.facebook.com/1916societies/posts/pfbid02gETjLGw4BJoj8ufF89AKQPtBe1R25xaHQ64EdRaXQDtrQkCDK5xSoCpgsLuU74Kal?__cft__%5b0%5d=AZVMqkdpBC6b9HWQWZ2a_CqhKi5uPovk1bVmX2zV7_oQX3mqsJEGTTx-l3i7519-eQc_34DKnxv1qJIGtgdVEiKhSOs1jgogmQXhi3fAsXesN_5kXaYyd8gLDVMUWT_d7tfRJB1fBmGPKZc1w5J2S1ASrxt7jw_e29Vh6Sen3vVXFHca_2EFYHkg_v0fjcKzW8s&__tn__=%2CO%2CP-R
https://www.facebook.com/1916societies/posts/pfbid02gETjLGw4BJoj8ufF89AKQPtBe1R25xaHQ64EdRaXQDtrQkCDK5xSoCpgsLuU74Kal?__cft__%5b0%5d=AZVMqkdpBC6b9HWQWZ2a_CqhKi5uPovk1bVmX2zV7_oQX3mqsJEGTTx-l3i7519-eQc_34DKnxv1qJIGtgdVEiKhSOs1jgogmQXhi3fAsXesN_5kXaYyd8gLDVMUWT_d7tfRJB1fBmGPKZc1w5J2S1ASrxt7jw_e29Vh6Sen3vVXFHca_2EFYHkg_v0fjcKzW8s&__tn__=%2CO%2CP-R
https://www.facebook.com/melissa.ciummei/posts/pfbid0S56NjEUFLpnyc2URYfjUdZr7bBCoeZoUa5JT3SQ2SvAP8GLwcNGqEq9Nj1H7Jinpl?__cft__%5b0%5d=AZVYgpAvR-yi_slTnjfeielitAMniS2Pk69l27N4eS4d23lMYnN3SJWEBsvqlpfCU-U-eqEFNYKsM9wtdW6Xk6_M1l6aWxQQKRsrCOHYQctEpXd8ucoGUrK2EZdlpwnsBSEcbzh_cajI1Kh-F8uQiubTBKyK8gISTCCs2otrCRh0rL-XTI8s3qg8_VCa-ikvEbaw525RnppFpBufMPn1e23h&__tn__=%2CO%2CP-R
https://x.com/real_eire/status/1954996851066933588
https://x.com/real_eire/status/1954996851066933588


Political:
Party
Responses



Overview and Methodology
The protests and violent attacks on immigrants, their
homes, and their properties elicited varied responses
from political representatives on social media. In
previous phases of this project, the incorporation of
anti-immigrant messaging and narratives into the
political mainstream was monitored through social
media posts, party-political press releases/
statements, and Assembly Ministerial Questions.

During this phase, the social media accounts  of 58
councillors, 40 MLAs, and 8 MPs from key locations
affected by protests and violence  were monitored
between 8–18 June 2025. A total of 240 posts
relating to the protests and riots were identified. The
text and media content (e.g., videos) were analysed
using the same methodology employed with the
public posts in the “Narrative: Social media activity”
chapter.

40
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Research of this nature is inherently partial and
indicative: social media is not the sole platform
politicians use to make statements, nor is it
necessarily their primary one. 

Sinn Fein Social Media Responses
Sinn Féin’s response to the protests and riots
included strong condemnation of the violence and
rejection of protestors’ concerns about immigration.
Representatives from affected areas emphasised
racism as the root cause of the violence, criticised
the scapegoating of immigrants for broader societal
problems, and called for unity against hate crimes,
urging support for victims. 

They encouraged local communities to cooperate
with police investigations following attacks on
immigrant families [Fig. 3.2]. In Newry, Sinn Féin
councillors advanced the town’s designation as a
“Council of Sanctuary” during the riots, citing the
need for stronger legislative protections on racial
equality, hate crimes, and violence against women
and girls.

 The accounts were identified across TikTok, Facebook, X and Instagram. Some of the accounts were dormant or inactive.40

 Ballymena, Lurgan, Portadown, Larne, Carrickfergus, Derry, Coleraine, Lisburn, Antrim, Newry, Belfast41
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Narratives: Social Media Activity

Additionally, capturing a set of statements cannot
reflect the entirety of a political party’s policy
position. Nevertheless, a significant sample provides
insights into the positions adopted by political
parties, particularly among representatives closest to
the protests and violence. Similarly, monitoring
Assembly Ministerial Questions without assessing
party-political policies, aggregating legislative
statements, or examining governmental or council-
level activity, cannot be considered exhaustive.

However, disaggregating social media responses and
Assembly contributions from representatives of
different parties helps identify emerging fault lines in
responses to anti-immigrant activism. While no party
condoned violence, clear differences emerged in how
parties positioned themselves regarding the
protestors’ and rioters’ articulated concerns about
immigration.

Figure 3.1 Sinn Féin social media responses to protests & riots

Reports - 6%
Undetermined - 3%

Violence: condemn
55%

Concerns: disagree
36%

https://www.facebook.com/RyanMurphySF/posts/pfbid02z8hCwWynmxwoSuA26gWpzDo8dk2ZHpkmaPZCMRKAkcN73jJb476BSzT1gN9EPJUol


DUP Social Media Responses
DUP representatives uniformly condemned the
violence on social media while urging “honest action
to address illegal immigration”, drawing a distinction
between “legitimate concerns” and the unrest itself.
Many posts echoed protestors’ grievances,
conflating immigration with violence against women
and girls and pressures on public services.
References to “illegal” and “undocumented”
immigration also appeared at MLA [Fig. 3.4] and MP
[Fig. 3.5] levels. MLA Phillip Brett  [Fig. 3.6] accused
those rejecting such links of “sneering” at working-
class communities.

On 11 June 2025, Communities Minister Gordon
Lyons MLA (DUP) posted  that families expelled
from Ballymena and housed in Larne Leisure Centre
had been relocated [Fig. 3.7]. While this information
was already public, Lyons said police had requested
its dissemination. He added: “[as] a local MLA for the
area, neither I nor my DUP Council colleagues were
made aware or consulted on this decision until late
this afternoon.”
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Later that day, Larne Leisure Centre was attacked
and set alight, and the Stormont Assembly’s
Standards Commissioner opened an investigation
into Lyons following several complaints [Fig. 3.8].43

On 23 July 2025, DUP Alderman Rueben Glover
reflected constituent sentiment at Mid East Antrim

Concerns:
agree
26%

Undetermined
14%

Figure 3.9 Alliance MLA, Eóin Tennyson, response to the riots
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The post has been removed.42 

 irishnews.com (2025). Standards Commissioner launches probe into Gordon Lyons’ leisure centre comments during racist disorder. [online]
The Irish News. Available at: https://www.irishnews.com/news/northern-ireland/standards-commissioner-launches-probe-into-lyons-leisure-
centre-comments-during-racist-disorder-GWJOAWPSP5A4TFTH2V6AJNL5FQ/ [Accessed 2 Sep. 2025].
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 Public-i.tv. (2025). Mid and East Antrim Council Meeting - Monday 21 July 2025, 6:30pm - Mid and East Antrim Council Webcasts see
00.13.11‌]
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Figure 3.3 DUP social media responses to protests and riots

Violence: condemn
52%

Alliance Social Media Responses
Alliance representatives consistently condemned the
violence and rejected causal links between
immigration and violence against women and girls.
Refusing to contextualise the protests, they accused
those drawing such connections of hypocrisy,
posting [Fig. 3.9]:

Figure 3.10 Alliance social media responses to protests and riots

Reports - 12%
Undetermined - 4%

Violence: condemn
47%

Concerns: disagree
37%

Reports
7%Concerns: 

disagree
1%

Council, stating: “they don’t want any more
foreigners in their area.” 

Valerie Watts, the Chief Executive of the Mid East
Antrim Council "I’m sorry, councillor Glover, you and I
will have to have a difference of opinion on that
matter. I will not associate myself with any racist
comments."44

https://www.facebook.com/paul.porter.12/posts/pfbid0WsfFYiagCdvjp3x4mUaqA6hCU2HdR4xR4aFiStaC6YGuFh8igNTGRRPAa2zkoBEcl
https://x.com/EoinTennyson/status/1933170683309166809


Figure 3.7 Communities Minister, DUP MLA Gordon Lyons,
expressing dissatisfaction that displaced families were being
housed in Larne Leisure Centre

Figure 3.6 DUP MLA accusing those dismissing links
between immigration & socio-economic as “sneering” at
working class communities
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Figure 3.4 DUP MLA discussing “illegal” immigration as a
causation of the rioting

Figure 3.2 Sinn Fein Cllr & MP’s condemning the violence

Figure 3.5 DUP MP discussing “illegal” immigration as a
causation of the rioting

Figure 3.8 Larne Leisure Centre on fire following messaging
that displaced families were being sheltered here during the
rioting



Figure 3.12 Alliance MLA, Eóin Tennyson, response to the riots

SDLP Social Media Responses
Alongside Sinn Féin and Alliance, the SDLP
condemned the violence and dismissed claims
linking immigration to sexual violence as “racism
pure and simple... [an] organised wrecking spree.”
Party leader Colum Eastwood acknowledged
legitimate grievances in working-class communities
regarding housing and employment but condemned
scapegoating immigrants for systemic policy failures:

“Those problems are a failure of the political class,
not of our neighbours. The people burnt out of
Ballymena didn’t decide to cut the number of new-
build social housing units; they haven’t underpaid
nurses for years.”

Figure 3.11 SDLP social media responses to protests and riots

Violence: condemn
77%

UUP Social Media Responses
Like all parties, the UUP condemned the violence,
though its representatives expressed divergent views
on the riots’ context. Former leader Doug Beattie
MLA described the Portadown violence as having
“nothing to do with immigration or safeguarding
women and girls. It has been nothing more than
petulant thuggery aimed at the police and
endangering others.” MLA Colin Crawford
acknowledged “real concerns, particularly around
unmanaged immigration, housing, and community
safety, that are not being adequately heard or
addressed,” but stressed:

“We must never allow one group to be stigmatised
or scapegoated for the actions of individuals. Blanket
condemnation of foreign nationals is not only wrong
—it is harmful, unjust, and undermines the very
community cohesion we all want to build.”

Figure 3.13 UUP social media responses to protests and riots
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Figure 3.14 UUP representative condemning the riots

Another UUP representative condemned the
“violence & anarchy,” noting immigration policy is set
in London, not locally [Fig. 3.14].

Concerns: agree
8%
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https://www.facebook.com/MartinReillySDLPCouncillor/posts/pfbid0eaDiQC42TvWhNF7aHuxefdL91pW79EZTUvq2C7Yy7SCU8HCRWFTkamoNWPG7BXppl
https://www.facebook.com/MartinReillySDLPCouncillor/posts/pfbid0eaDiQC42TvWhNF7aHuxefdL91pW79EZTUvq2C7Yy7SCU8HCRWFTkamoNWPG7BXppl
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Concerns: agree
47%

Undetermined
10%

TUV Social Media Responses
TUV posts strongly aligned with protestors’
concerns, linking immigration to violence against
women and girls and socio-economic deprivation.
Representatives framed the riots as a consequence
of political failure and “gaslighting” on immigration
[Fig. 3.16]. Party leader Jim Allister MP criticised the
BBC for dismissing “valid immigration concerns,”
while Gaston MLA urged politicians to “listen to
their working-class communities.”

 niassembly.gov.uk. (2025). The Northern Ireland Assembly. [online] Available at: https://aims.niassembly.gov.uk/plenary/details.aspx?
ses=0&doc=439238
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Figure 3.15 TUV social media responses to protests and riots

Violence: condemn
30%

Addressing the Impact of Illegal Immigration in
Northern Ireland
Policy divisions on immigration were starkly
illustrated in a DUP-sponsored Assembly motion
tabled on 13 May 2025, titled “Addressing the
Impact of Illegal Immigration in Northern Ireland.”
The original motion criticised the UK government’s
“continuing failure to meaningfully address illegal
immigration,” citing rising asylum accommodation
costs and strains on public services, and reiterating a
perceived link between “illegal immigration” and
housing demand.

45

After amendments, the final motion was altered to
subvert its original intent to read:

Reports
13%

Figure 3.16 TUV MLA, Timothy Gaston, response to riots

“That this Assembly notes the Prime Minister’s
plans to reduce legal migration to the UK;
acknowledges that immigration can deliver
many benefits including contributing to
economic growth and addressing skills
shortages; regrets the continued divisive
rhetoric around immigration in UK politics,
including from the UK Government; agrees

that insufficient investment places greater
pressure on the delivery of key public services;
recognises that immigration policy should
focus on integration and addressing the
drivers of displacement; expresses concern
that Northern Ireland remains without a
refugee integration strategy; and calls on the
First and deputy First Minister to publish a
refugee integration strategy by September
2025.”

The motion passed 43–27, supported by Sinn Féin,
SDLP, Alliance, and PBP, and opposed by the DUP,
UUP, and TUV.
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https://www.facebook.com/61572534315217/videos/3186696155051955/
https://x.com/JimAllister/status/1933094201811505226
https://x.com/JimAllister/status/1933094201811505226
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Figure 3. Social media post in the
Belvoir Area Residents Group 

Insights

Political Fault Lines
The positions adopted by the various political
parties are generally dividing along conventional
northern Irish political lines: “unionism” is
reflecting the increasingly hostile political
consensus around immigration found in England
while “nationalism” and “others” advocate for
immigration and race relations policies which
uphold due process for international protection
applicants and provide protections for minorities.
But the extent to which these party political
positions are reflective of the sentiments within
their traditional constituencies has not been
tested. 

Political Leadership
Both the social media posts and the Assembly
questions demonstrate attempts by politcal
unionism to give political leadership and voice to
the concerns around immigration policy
expressed during the Ballymena inspired protests
and riots. Alongside this there is a strong anti-
political agenda – and accompanying direct
action tactics, often incorporating violence and
intimidation – which is predicated on the
assumption that the political process has both
failed and is incapable of taking the necessary
action on immigration. It is likely that this tension
will increase as attempts are made to both
incorporate dissent within existing political and
civic structures on the one hand, and garner
political support for more extreme action on the
other.



Conclusion and
Recommendations 



35

This report follows on from the Mapping Far Right
Activity in Northern Ireland Project Report, launched
in May 2025, and covers the disorder which initiated
in Ballymena in June 2025. Both reports capture
moments of escalation in racist violence and
intimidation that have long been part of a broader
pattern in Northern Ireland, with the added dangers
of the involvement of elements of loyalist paramilitary
groups.

The gravity of the events in Ballymena are perhaps
best summed up by the concerns of the Police
Federation that PSNI action in responding to the
racist disorder ‘saved lives’ and ‘prevented a
pogrom’. The gravity of the intimidation and violence
that took place was and remains terrifying for victims
and their communities. Numerous migrant homes
were targeted and violently attacked leading to a
significant exodus of families from Ballymena. The
international media recorded both these events and
the desperate displays of Union Flags and other
messages householders put up to try and prevent
their properties being attacked.

The initial incidents were followed by other violent
disturbances, attacks on homes and anti-migrant
protests for at least a week in localities including
Cullybackey, Belfast, Coleraine, Lisburn, Carrickfergus,
Newtownabbey, Larne, Antrim, Portadown, Lurgan,
Newry, Derry and Bangor. Internally displaced persons
being supported by Mid and East Antrim Council in
Larne Leisure centre were also displaced again
following a racist arson attack on the facility. The
events have also been followed by the emergence of
‘vigilante’ patrols of ‘concerned communities’ and the
targeting of asylum accommodation hotels. 

The Role of Social Media 
A pattern emerging from the present analysis (from
that captured in the previous report) is a shift from
social media being almost exclusively used as an
amplification tool for anti-migrant narratives, ‘into an
organising and communication tool for community
based activism.’ This has been accompanied by a
growth in more identifiable groups and individuals
coordinating activity. As can be seen from this report
the use of social media has included: 

To assist in the targeting of homes, and to
celebrate expulsions. 
To spread disinformation and misinformation and
in particular the demonising of whole migrant
communities as sexual predators and a threat to
women.
To encourage people to identify their homes
(including those not to be attacked). 
As a platform to express sympathy with the anti-

      immigrant violence, including the expulsion of
      families and clashes with police

As a platform for accounts outside the jurisdiction
to amplify sympathy with the rioters.
As part of UK-wide tactic to identify and target
migrant accommodation including hotels (as well
as a platform for targeting businesses, places of
worship, schools.) 
As a platform for vigilante patrols to post videos
of racial harassment and for related incitement.

A further pattern identified related to social media
accounts with a posting history of anti-migrant
sentiment adopting a more seemingly neutral
‘reportage’ of events, presumably to reach bigger
audiences. Perhaps foreseeably this left it to those
posting inflammatory comments on such pieces to
frame reactions. 

Social Media and Shifting Patterns of Organising
This report documents a series of initiatives largely
using Facebook, to promote ‘a more visible,
community-based anti-immigrant movement.’

This is distinct from the patterns observed flowing
from the August 2024 disturbances, where there
were attempts to organise (social media promoted)
anti-migrant mass mobilisations in city centres. Such
tactics however failed at mass mobilisation and were
largely dwarfed by cross-community counter-protests.
This analysis notes that by contrast:  

Conclusion

The Ballymena protests and riots appear to have
provided a springboard for establishing a more
stronger, confident and visible anti-immigrant
presence in local communities.

This has been observed through small networks of
social media accounts (mostly on Facebook), often
adopting a ‘Concerned Residents/Parents’ framing,
with a focus on localised issues and targets. This has
also been followed by the emergence of vigilante
groups. 

It is evident from this analysis, both in posting
histories, identity markers and geographical location
that these community-based efforts are focused and
have predominantly found fertile ground in particular
loyalist communities. As concluded in this report
‘Legacy and social media coverage of these anti-
immigrant activities demonstrate that these groups
do not command the allegiance of a majority of
people in these communities, but the trend is
undeniable.’ The context of such localised activity
and the involvement of elements of paramilitarism,
creates a climate of intimidation that changes the 
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context of anti-racist activity and makes it unlikely for
counter-protest activity to occur, as it would not be
safe to do so.

That said there are also clear efforts by Irish far right
actors to gain ‘foothold’ in nationalist communities.
This to date has largely been successfully repelled by a
combination of rapid community response,
unambiguous political leadership, and countering
mobilisations. The threat nevertheless continues. This
was evident in a recent ‘Locals First Initiative’ protest in
the City of Newry, protestors against the Council’s city
of sanctuary. This included tricolour waving protestors
who had reportedly previously taken part in an
“Ireland is for the Irish” march in the city. The protest
was also addressed by a DUP councillor and counter-
protested by trade unions and others.

This current report also documents a significant
decline in the narrative-framing from the previous
summer (by both Irish and British far right actors) of
seeking to present anti-migrant protest in Northern
Ireland as a ‘coming together’ of Protestants and
Catholics. Parallels were drawn on social media
between previous anti-Catholic pogroms, housing
intimidation and the current racist violence.

Some of the incidents examined in this report have
raised questions as to the extent of the involvement
of elements of paramilitary organisations. There is
also broader far right activity where there is no
indication of such involvement. Paramilitary
involvement has, for example, been raised in the
recent context of racist and sectarian intimidation
from housing in north Belfast where the PSNI
confirmed their understanding that “individual
members and local groups linked to paramilitary
groups, specifically the UDA in that area, have been
involved in those incidents” but that the attacks had
not been sanctioned by the senior leadership of the
UDA. 

It should be stressed (that notwithstanding the risk of
racist and sectarian intimidation on an even greater
scale) it makes little immediate difference to victims
of specific incidents if a paramilitary-involved attack
or act of intimidation was or was not sanctioned by
leadership. The impact is the same, intimidation
carries real and imminent danger if undertaken by
members of an armed group. Equally the fear of
witnesses not to report to the police and hence
difficulties in securing convictions remain the case if
perpetrators are linked to armed groups. Incidents
not  ‘sanctioned by the leadership’ but carried out by
members or local branches of a paramilitary group
are clearly still attributable to that group, as is the use 

of the groups flags for the purposes of racist or
sectarian intimidation. The involvement of members
of armed groups in attacks would also constitute an
‘act of violence or of preparation for violence’ which
can lead to the Secretary of State considering a
paramilitary ceasefire has been breached under the
terms of s3 of the Sentences Act (NI) 1998.

Social Media and Political Leadership
In relation to local political parties this report
observes a general pattern is emerging whereby
unionist parties, primarily the DUP and TUV, are
increasingly reflecting ‘the increasingly hostile
political consensus around immigration found in
England’. By contrast ‘nationalist’ and ‘other’ parties
are not. Whilst condemnation of violence is universal,
the pattern has been observed of the DUP and TUV
in particular giving further voice and concurring with
the concerns on immigration policy expressed during
the Ballymena protests and elsewhere. The report
also notes that it is untested as to the extent to which
these party political positions are reflective of their
constituencies. It also notes that there is also a
‘strong anti-political agenda’ within the protests as
well as continued attacks on parties which stand up
to racism, and how that ultimately impacts remains to
be seen. 
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The conclusions section in the Mapping Far Right
Activity in Northern Ireland Project Report drew
attention to relevant criminal law, and positive legal
and human rights obligations on public authorities as
well as the provisions of the MLA Code of Conduct.

A series of recommendations flowed from this for
public authorities and elected representatives. We
consider these recommendations hold in the current
context of the patterns of greater localised
organisation identified in this report. They are
reproduced within the recommendations of this
report.

In relation to the emergence of vigilantism and the
criminal law, it is worth noting the application offence
of intimidation extends beyond intimidation from
housing. The offence of ‘intimidation’ under s1 of the
Protection of the Person and Property Act (Northern
Ireland) 1969, also covers circumstances whereby a
person is unlawfully caused – ‘by force, threats or
menaces, or in any way whatsoever’ to ‘leave
employment’ or ‘to do or refrain from doing any act’
(which would include, for example, sitting in a public
park).

The issues of political leadership against racism set
out in the recommendations remain imperative to
prevent the legitimisation of far-right narratives. This
includes deconstructing the racist stereotyping of
whole communities as predators or criminals, or the
scapegoating for long term issues of inequality and
housing provision. 

Such interventions will need to go beyond welcoming
statements and expressed commitments to diversity.  
They will need to actively deconstruct scapegoating
and stereotyping and to call out and act on the actual
material causes of inequality and unmet housing
need (and the failure to take action against them –
such as through the long overdue Stormont Anti-
Poverty Strategy). This report itself alludes to the
problems created by the privatisation of asylum
accommodation, which lands into a deregulated
housing market with limited public provision of
housing. A focus on the impact of Government
policies is imperative rather than the scapegoating of
many of those caught up in them. 

Recommendations

Recommended Actions for Public Authorities
and Elected Representatives
Relevant public authorities need to ensure they
are operationalising their ‘good relations’ and
ECHR duties to take positive action to combat
racist expression within their functions, this
includes:

The strategic role of the Executive Office in
providing the overarching framework for
Stormont to discharge good relation duties
to tackle racism, including its online
manifestations. A revised Racial Equality
Strategy should cover this area and
overarching anti-racist campaigns tackling
prejudice and taking on specific
stereotypes. This should also encompass a
proactive centralised monitoring and further
investigation of racist activity online.
Local Councils have specific duties through
s75 and Race Relations Order statutory
duties and the Community Planning
functions. We would recommend
monitoring and reporting on racist incidents
in and effecting Council districts along with
anti-racist campaigns tackling prejudice and
taking on specific stereotypes.
Public authorities in the education sector,
including the Education Authority and
Department, have a specific role in tackling
online racist discourse impacting on
schools, as well as broader duties to tackle
linked issues such as racist bullying in
schools. 
Public authorities dealing with housing
including the Housing Executive, have
specific duties regarding combatting false
narratives around housing online.

Tackling racist expression online will be
complimentary to broader duties to tackle the
issue of physical racist expression in public space
by relevant public authorities. 

The following recommendations are drawn from
the preceding report in this project, Mapping
Far Right Activity Online Project Report



Elected Representatives 
Elected representatives should ensure they are
at all times acting compatibly with the
provisions of Codes of Conduct relating to
tackling prejudice, promoting understanding
and respect and diversity. Elected
representatives provide unqualified and
proactive leadership against racist discourse
and incidents, challenging and calling out racial
stereotyping and demonisation.

Both the role of elected representatives and
public authorities provided for in the
recommendations can involve proactively
tackling recurring stereotypes. This includes
where whole migrant or Muslim communities
are being linked to criminality, knives, or
labelled as being a threat to children. Such
discourse can involve blaming a whole
community for the alleged actions of an
individual (who may or may not be from that
community). It can also involve incidents which
may have been misrepresented or fabricated to
stir up fear and hatred. There is also a pattern
of posts replicating variations on the far-right
‘great replacement theory’ and false stories of
migrants receiving ‘freebies’ which can be met
with factual rebuttals. 

Some actors may seek to present anyone
challenging far right tropes as attacking ‘free
speech’, despite ‘free speech’ referring to
government censorship rather than others
disagreeing and challenging racist discourse,
and the most serious material in question
(which incites violence or racial hatred) falling
outside the scope of protected free speech. 

Finally, it is important to emphasise that the
harms of the identified racist discourse on social
media are unfolding in a context where racist
attacks and paramilitary-linked intimidation are
already widespread in Northern Ireland,
prompting the UN anti-racism committee to call
for robust action.  Our recommendations should
be considered with this context in mind.
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Criminal Law and Regulation of Social Media
Providers
There are also significant examples of posts in
the case studies which reach the high threshold
of a criminal offence and hence are not
protected free expression. This includes posts
which make threats of violence, including
murder and the racist and misogynist targeting
of those in public life. It also includes posts
which constitute intimidation from housing or
that directly arouse fear or stir up hatred.

Whilst the regulation of social media providers
is a Westminster matter relevant the criminal
law is devolved to the NI Assembly. There were
specific recommendations in the 2020
Independent Hate Crimes Review led by Judge
Marrinan, to strengthen incitement to hatred
(‘stirring up’ etc) offences and for an
aggravated offences hate crimes model that
should be taken forward by the Department of
Justice. 

In the interim, the existing criminal offences, in
particular ‘intimidation’, ‘stirring up hatred’ or
‘arousing fear’, should continue to be utilised in
relation to online discourse reaching this
threshold. The PSNI and PPS should harness
this framework to ensure effective remedies for
offences which reach the criminal threshold. 
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 https://nwmf.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2024/08/CERD-final-report.pdf46
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