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Glasgow Community Listening Circles:

Findings and reflections

Introduction

As part of the Interfaith Restorative Justice Project (IRJP), a series of Community
Listening Circles (CLCs) were conducted in Glasgow and Solihull between November
2024 and January 2025 to better understand how diverse communities were impacted
by the summer riots of 2024. Given the work we have already convened through the IRJP
project, along with our longstanding connections and networks, we were in a unique
position to mobilise RJ experts to support the affected communities. The work
described in this report was conducted by Interfaith Glasgow as part of the National
Lottery funded Interfaith Restorative Justice Project with partners The Faith and Belief
Forum and Why me? It forms part of the research included in a broader report “UK

Summer Riots 2024: Restorative Responses and Interfaith Instincts” released in April
2025.

Background

The Interfaith Restorative Justice Project, with partners Faith & Belief Forum, Interfaith
Glasgow and Why Me?, aims to explore how Restorative Justice practices can be
applied to address hostility against and between faith communities in Solihull and
Glasgow. The 3-year project commenced in November 2023 supported by The National
Lottery Community Fund. It will offer faith communities training in restorative practices,
principles and support to apply these to faith conflict in their local area. Restorative
Justice (RJ) is an approach to justice that emphasises repairing the harm caused by
criminal behaviour through an inclusive and collaborative means. It involves all
stakeholders, including victims, offenders, and community members, in a dialogue to
address the impact of the crime and find ways to make amends. The primary goals are
to promote healing and reconciliation, encourage accountability and responsibility, and
prevent future harm by addressing underlying issues. By focusing on empathy,
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understanding, and community involvement, Restorative Justice seeks to build stronger,
more resilient communities and foster a sense of mutual respect and cooperation.

Summer 2024 riots

Over the summer of 2024, the UK experienced civil unrest following a tragic incident in
Southport where three schoolgirls, Bebe King, six, Elsie Dot Stancombe, seven, and
Alice da Silva Aguiar, nine, were killed in a knife attack at a Taylor Swift-themed dance
and yoga event. Eight more children and two adults were injured. This led to
misinformation to spread online, falsely claiming the attacker Axel Rudakubana, a 17-
year-old, was an asylum seeker from Muslim background. This led to widespread anger
and unrest, with far-right groups inciting violence against Muslims, asylum seekers, and
ethnic minorities. This triggered widespread riots across the country, lasting for six days.
Mosques and asylum seeker accommodations were targeted. The riots highlighted the
dangerous impact of Islamophobic rhetoric and misinformation, which were amplified
by social media and inflammatory political discourse underpinned by far-right ideology.

Funding Uplift by the National Lottery

Shortly after the riots, Interfaith Restorative Justice Project (IRJP) team were approached
by the National Lottery with the offer of an uplift from the project to investigate the
impact of the riots on communities in Solihull and Glasgow.

While the existing IRJ Project will equip faith communities with the skills to restoratively
address hostility and hate overall, this does not offer much repair or healing in the
immediate aftermath of the far-right violence witnessed during the riots. The team
decided to run a minimum of five Community Listening Circles (CLC) across a diverse
range of communities in Solihull and Glasgow to understand their experiences and
perceptions of the rioting and violence. You can read about the listening circles in
Solihull here.

Methodology
What is a Listening Circle?

Listening circles are a specific type of circle designed to help people process an event
or issue that poses a challenge or harm to their communities or has impacted people in
a significant way. They are voluntary, community-oriented forums aimed at providing an
opportunity for all attendees to have a voice. They are not focused on problem solving,
dialogue, or debating. instead, they create a space for expressing views on issues,
provides opportunities to connect, to increase understanding, empower community
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members to build capacity for listening, processing to create empathy, and build
emotional connection among the participants.

The purpose of the Community Listening Circles s was to understand the harm caused
by the summer disturbances, specifically in Solihull and Glasgow and to help diverse
communities to work through the hostility and prejudice that they have may have
experienced personally or withessed in the media.

Each Community Listening Circle was intentionally kept quite small, where the
maximum limit of participants was 12 people per circle. This was done with the
intention of giving the participants an opportunity to express themselves, encourage
them to speak openly and feeling it is a safe space for them to have a respectful
dialogue. On average, around 8 people attended each circle.

Glasgow Context

Scotland did not experience direct civil unrest on the streets in the weeks following the
murders in Southport, of the kind which took place in England and Belfast: but the
impacts were nevertheless significant — particularly for Muslims and asylum seekers,
and even more so by women, survivors of trauma and those with limited English. In the
immediate wake of the riots, many ethnic minority-run shops in Glasgow closed early,
some ethnic minority organisations cancelled meetings and events and advised visibly
Muslim and BME people to avoid the city centre and public transport and travelling
alone and to request working from home.

Tensions remained heightened in the lead up to a ‘Pro-UK’ anti-immigration
demonstration which was planned to take place in Glasgow's George Square on 7
September, organized by figures such as social media activist "Glasgow Cabbie" and
promoted by Tommy Robinson (neither of whom attended), which attracted
approximately 350 participants. In response, a significantly larger counter-protest was
organized in George Square by Stand Up To Racism Scotland, drawing an estimated
2,500 to 3,000 anti-racism demonstrators. The counter-protest was backed by various
trade unions and refugee rights and community organizations, aiming to send a strong
message that the far right is not welcome in Scotland. There was a significant police
presence keeping the protests separate and preventing clashes between the opposing
groups, and the day ended without major incident.

Community Listening Circles

In January and February 2025, we held 4 listening circles in Glasgow - including
individuals from groups most impacted by the unrest. We were supported by



community organisations who helped to convene small groups of people from similar
backgrounds in a space where they would feel comfortable and supported to share
openly. The circles were facilitated by trained RJ practitioners who explained the
process and its voluntary nature, and proposed a group agreement to support
confidentiality, respect, and a process for taking breaks, use of the talking piece and
mobile phones etc. The composition of the four groups is described below.

e Muslims and others from an area in Glasgow with a significant Muslim
population, some of whom were involved in the counter-demonstration

e A mixed group of asylum seekers from across the city - men and women, Muslim
and Christian - and those working to support them

e Agroup of Muslim women asylum seekers from a white majority, deprived area
of the city with limited English

e amixed group of diverse faith community members from various parts of the city
(Muslim, Jewish, Hindu)

Findings
What happened and the immediate impact

Those from visibly ethnic minority backgrounds shared a broadly common experience.
People heard about the murders and the riots through social media, the news and
phone calls from concerned friends and family in Glasgow and England, with many
urging them to stay home. In the days and weeks following the riots, many people
reported staying home and significantly modifying their behaviour in response to the
news they were hearing. This was due to:

- Fear of the violence spreading to Glasgow — heightened by messages on social
media and in group chats including false sightings of the “far-right’

- Fear of being subject to abuse and attack in their local communities because of
their identity — particularly for hijab-wearing Muslim women and young black men

There were lots of messages going around, lots of advice on social media about staying
safe that served to increase anxiety. Having to stay indoors impacted mental health and
quality of life, people’s sense of agency in their lives, and the isolation was particularly
tough for the elderly and those already suffering from anxiety and depression. It was a
traumatic time for many — for some asylum seekers particularly these events were a
reminder of past experiences of being targeted. They had come here to be safe but now
they felt trapped in their homes, with some terrified to go out.

One Muslim woman, an asylum seeker who had only arrived in Glasgow last summer
and didn’t speak English, said:



“| felt scared seeing videos on social media. | was always hearing they [the
people rioting] might come here and might hurt us. We heard that when you are
sleeping they will burn your house down. My daughter did not feel safe in our new
home - she worried we might get hurt at any time.”

This fear was more pronounced amongst the women participants but was not limited to
them. One participant said, “As a man | was thinking people might attack me on lonely
streets. | would rush back home after doing what | needed.” Many spoke of a particular
fear for the safety of their children.

For some, the events fuelled an erosion of confidence in being able to call this place
home - despite their family living here for generations. Three or four participants spoke
about how they or their partner had considered moving away.

Some participants from an established Muslim community in Glasgow didn’t stay
home, but were determined to resist any advance of the far-right and were involved in
the counter-demonstration. They talked about the exhaustion and burn-out from
engaging in activism. Some spoke about how their distress regarding what they view as
genocide in Gaza was compounded by the riots — both issues having a significant
impact on the Muslim community. Others shared about not feeling supported by the
authorities. They were critical of the police and felt they weren’t present to protect
ethnic minority communities in the wake of the riots, and that they weren’t prepared to
deescalate tensions at the protest if things had become more heated. These individuals
also said they didn’t feel supported by the wider community (Muslim and other) who,
they said, by-and-large wished to downplay the seriousness of events and the risk of
violence or the rise of the far-right in Glasgow.

Participants shared that in the immediate aftermath of the riots in England, there was
anincidentin their local area (a predominantly Muslim area of Glasgow) where 100
masked men in black walked through and intimidated Muslim shop keepers by banging
on the windows and attempting to pull down a Palestinian flag in the window. Locals
didn’t know they were Union Bears - a notorious group of Rangers ‘Ultra’ supporters who
dress in black on match days - until later. This was not their usual post-match route1
and the incident caused much alarm, not least to the terrified shop keeper who thought
he was going to be killed. Participants said many in the local community including the
Muslim community downplayed the incident saying they are ‘just football supporters’

1 We later found out that the reason for their presence in this community, which was not
discussed in the listening circle, was due to Rangers home matches being temporarily
being played at Hampden Park stadium instead of Ibrox Stadium, which was undergoing
construction work: this led to the fans being present in this area with a large South Asian
population



and criticised those who were taking it seriously as ‘scaremongering’. However those in
the listening circle felt these football supporters had deliberately used the heightened
fear in the community to intimidate, and that them being football supporters did not
make them any less likely to be ‘far-right’ and dangerous.

There was a lot of distress and anger around the Southport murderer being mis-labelled
a Muslim which resulted in Muslims being targeted and a lot of fear in the Muslim
community — and further distress because they felt the misinformation wasn’t corrected
and an apology was never issued. For those in the Muslim community who were born
here or have lived for a while in the UK, the worry about the identity of the murderer and
how this would impact their community had been immediate. This was a pattern they
are all too familiar with. One participant’s comment was typical of Muslim women who
wear the hijab. She said “l already feel I’'m treated differently (by bus drivers for example)
because | wear a scarf... When | heard he [the murderer] was a Muslim | was very
worried people would target us more.”

There was frustration and anger at the way events were being presented in the media
and social media — which encompassed not only the riots but an ongoing and prevalent
anti-immigrant rhetoric. One participant commented on the frustration of being labelled
as immigrants whilst white people abroad are called expats — “we’ve all been migrating

’»

for millennia — just accept us’”. Another shared that even more positive attempts at
labelling can be problematic. The Scottish Government has embraced asylum seekers
and refugees as ‘New Scots’ but they felt this label doesn’t allow people to fully
integrate or feel seen as individuals — “I’'ve been here for 20 years, when do | stop being
new?” For those already anxious about how they are perceived by the white people in
their communities, the scenes of riots outside mosques and asylum hotels massively
exacerbated their sense of insecurity, while we heard that some had begun to feel

unsafe for the first time.

While there was criticism of the government, others were pleased with the perceived
strong action the UK government took to end the rioting, but there was a common
perception that the government, and society more broadly, haven’t addressed the
causes of the riots. One participant said:

“We’re talking about restoration. There needs to be a digging deeper — an
unpicking to find out why people did that. A lot of people who instigated
violence were educated people in positions of power. The government
acted strongly but they didn’t get to the heart of it. In Scotland we pride
ourselves on being different but we’re all human at the end of the day.”

In each circle the concern was expressed that in Scotland we might be complacent to
the dangers of the rise of anti-immigrant and anti-Muslim sentiment, because we didn’t
witness the violence here that others in the UK experienced.



The continued impact

Across the circles, there was a general sense that these events had heightened fears
that already existed and which haven’t gone away. One participant said:

“When we came to this country we already had a fear of adaptingto a
new place. We had heard about racist words and Muslims being
mistreated and having their scarfs pulled off. What happened has
renewed my fear and made it more difficult.”

6 months after the riots, people shared ongoing feelings of fear and anxiety — both for
their personal safety and that of their families in their local community and for what the
future may hold for Muslims and asylum seekers in this country - ‘you don’t know
what’s coming tomorrow’. Some doubted they would ever be accepted by the white
people in the community. The fear around personal safety was particularly pronounced
amongst asylum seeking women. They described the extra measures they take when
out and about in the community, such as not going out late, always making sure family
know where they are and having their phones with them. One Muslim woman said: “I’'m
scared all the time and | don’t know how to improve that. Walking from the bus stop to
my home is a nightmare, | am always checking to see if I’'m being followed.” Another said
“| feel so scared | ask my husband to stay on the phone until | get somewhere.” Another
reported still feeling unsafe in her own home, saying “l won’t open the door for anyone
unless | have an appointment.”

Amongst these very difficult experiences, some positive experiences were also shared:

- Some asylum seekers reported feeling very supported and cared for by community
organisations in Glasgow, who reached out to them in the wake of the riots and
advised them to stay away from Glasgow city centre on the day of the protest, for
example.

- An example was shared of Community Policing successfully alleviating fears of
asylum seekers by acting promptly and visiting them at the hotel where they are
being housed after the asylum hotel was targeted in XX

- Alocal group was formed to monitor far-right activity which provided support and
solidarity to concerned community members.

- Asynagogue and church close to a multicultural centre that supports asylum
seekers worked together to help mobilise the neighbourhood and to provide safe
spaces and accompany asylum seekers who were afraid to go out.

- Interfaith work has made a difference - ‘these things are educating us’

- Itwas a reminder of the importance of keeping your children and your family close

- Some talked about how their faith provided comfort and strength.



The future

When asked what they feel is needed there were some common ideas across the
groups. There was a broad sense that Muslims and asylum seekers were targeted
because of ighorance both about Islam and immigrants. Wrong views such as believing
that Muslims are bad people or that asylum seekers receive more benefits than anyone
else are prevalent in their experience. Some added that these views were weaponised
by certain powerful actors via social media (such as Tommy Robinson and Elon Musk) to
whip up anger and provide targets for that anger. The most common suggestions for
tackling this were around education and more opportunities for dialogue:

- More group discussions like this one — and with a wider circle

- More education and opportunities to talk to each other - both ‘locals’ and
immigrants - to build empathy, understanding and love for each other as human
beings, no matter our colour or religion

- More opportunities like this forimmigrants to come together, to learn about each
other’s cultures and feel supported

- Arecommendation to hold circles like this in schools

- More education about immigrants, why they come to this country, the reality of their
lives here (e.g. they are not given everything for free), the challenges they face and
the contribution they make to this country (e.g. the NHS)

- Education (within school and beyond) that addresses unconscious bias,
colonialism, the history of migration so as to challenge the view that migrants are
the cause of the problems facing working class people in this country

- More preventative work to tackle social problems affecting young people in
particular

- We need to listen to each other
- More Restorative Justice cases

- Take care that these conversations aren’t re-traumatising — it’s a big responsibility for
the facilitator

One asylum-seeking participant raised the need to listen to the perpetrators as well as
the victims if we are to address the cause of the riots. Their sense was that this is what a
restorative approach entails. Another said “Not knowing the language has been difficult.
I haven’t known how to defend myself. When that bus driver mistreated me | would have
liked to ask him why he has so much hatred toward Muslims?”

Suggested individual actions:



To be more brave and to speak up when we hear such views being expressed

To take care of ourselves — only so much you can engage with before being burnt out
and depressed

- Take more action — particularly those in positions of privilege because of their skin

colour or their seat at the table

Consider before asking people ‘where are you from?’ or commenting ‘you speak
such good English’. These can be micro-aggressions that serve to ‘other’ people

Suggested actions for groups and communities:

Groups to develop group agreements like we had tonight - so that tensions and
disagreements can be addressed more effectively

Take a more humanising approach - continue to use community-led spaces and
food as a way to connect us

Don’t expect everyone to be 100% perfect (lacking in unconscious bias for example)
before we work together

Work to be more united in our communities. Make space for different perspectives
and experiences on the issues, remember that we are more alike than different and
sometimes agree to disagree

Stronger local networks so that issues and the advance of the far-right can be
addressed without reliance on the authorities

More monitoring and reporting of religious hate crime

Looking at the bigger picture:

We need to look at ways to reset the conversation and the atmosphere which is
getting worse

More to be done to take the far-right seriously as a threat here and prevent their rise
Community Police could do more

The media and government to correct misinformation quickly and clearly

More knowledge [e.g. through training] on how to be an active bystander or ally

Spread the news that Muslims are not bad people

Reflections

Impact of the circles



The impact of the Glasgow circles was considerable. Participants felt heard on
experiences that had had a lasting negative impact on them. This benefit was perhaps
most pronounced for the group of asylum seeking women with limited English who were
able to participate in their own language thanks to a skilled interpreter and translator.
They felt they had been most impacted by events because they are Muslim immigrant
women and they couldn’t express themselves because of the language barrier. They had
been terrified for their personal safety and for their children at the time, and more than 6
months later, they continued to be afraid to be out and about in the community on their
own. They deeply appreciated knowing that people care about their wellbeing, as well
as the opportunity to share their experiences in their own language, which they said
offered them a sense of relief. Some participants expressed already feeling ‘lighter’,
‘less worried’ and even ‘safer’ as a result. One participant who had been very anxious
said: “About 70% of my concerns have lessened in this session. Hopefully by attending
more | would feel safer.” It made a big difference to them to know that there were
supportive white ‘locals’ in the community. The community worker who supports these
women on a weekly basis and helped convene the circle was able to tell them how
much she valued their presence in the community, and suggested that they could
create more opportunities like this to talk.

Across all four circles, people were very positive about the listening circle format. They
felt valued and comfortable to share. One participant highlighted a resonance between
the listening circle format and what they see as a positive practice from their own
culture - “We learned so much. In Africa we sit as we are sitting now and share. Itis a
benefit for all of us.” One participant commented on how important it was to them that
they started by creating a group agreement, and suggested that all local community
groups should adopt this practice. Others emphasised the outward facing nature of the
exercise, expressing hope that this research would increase government understanding
of the issues. Some in the mixed groups commented on how much they had learned
through listening to others from other backgrounds. Many participants expressed that
‘more circles’ were needed, suggesting, for example, that these should take place in
schools and in local communities with white people who may or may not hold negative
views of Muslims and asylum seekers, and that this format could help teach people
“not to judge people based on their asylum status, religion, race or colour of skin.”

Comments included:

“It was a relief that you cared for our safety. This happened last year and you are still
caring about the impact - thank you.”

“I was excited to know you locals were thinking of this. The government may not have all
the information so this will help them. It was great to be here and talk about these
things. | feel lighter.”



“| felt very comfortable here and it was useful.”

“The riots impacted the whole people of the UK but the greatest impact was on us
because we couldn’t express ourselves. These kind of circles are very helpful in making
us less worried. Its good that we have an interpreter.”

For further reflections on the learnings from the listening circles in both Glasgow and
Solihull and the wider project of which they were part, see our report “UK Summer Riots
2024: Restorative Responses and Interfaith Instincts” (link at top of document).



