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Abstract

UK organizations lack current data on the Somali community
in the London borough of Camden. This research aims to fill
the gap in data in order to make more informed decisions
regarding programs, policies, and services offered to the
community. Specifically, it investigates the challenges and
accomplishments in the community under topics of
education, employment, health, housing, identity, and
safety.

To gather data, an online survey was distributed to members
of the Camden community alongside focus groups,
interviews, and conversations around the community. The
results suggest the community has ongoing problems with
identity and youth safety paralleled with continued
educational barriers. Overcrowding is worsening, but prior
problems with employment and health have greatly
improved.
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        Somalia has yielded a wave of migration in the last thirty years as the Somali population has fled civil war amidst economic and political turmoil. Somali refugees have traveled to many parts of the world,
including Canada, the US, and the UK, but one of the largest Somali populations outside of Somalia resides in London. It is estimated that about 70,000 Somalis live in London, concentrated in the boroughs of Brent,
Ealing, Tower Hamlets, and Camden. Unfortunately, the Somali community is concentrated in the less affluent parts of Camden and researchers concluded that Camden Somalis suffered from high rates of
unemployment, impaired educational performance, poor and overcrowded housing, and other forms of deprivation often associated with immigrant populations.
       The Somali Youth Development Resource Centre (SYDRC) is a community-based organization that has been supporting the Somali community in Camden since 2000. SYDRC provides a variety of services in the
community, including workshops, information and training sessions, recreational activities, with a special emphasis on services for Somali youth. The SYDRC strives to improve the types and quality of services
offered to the community but is hampered by a lack of data on the current challenges and opportunities in the community. In 2003, Khan and Jones 
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Understand the challenges, accomplishments and resources of the Somali community in
Camden based on a review of prior research.
Collect current quantitative data on the Somali community in Camden.
Gather current qualitative data on the challenges and opportunities of the Somali
community in Camden.
Develop a suite of materials (e.g., written report, infographics) to highlight our findings and
compare them to earlier data in an effective and accessible manner.

published Somalis in Camden: Challenges Faced by an Emerging Community and in 2014 the
Open Society Foundation published a report called Somalis in London. These are the only
systematic appraisals of the state of the Somali community in the general area of London and
in Camden in particular, and both are now quite dated. The SYDRC would like to have more
current quantitative and qualitative data regarding the Somali community so that it can better
plan for the future.
 The overarching goal of this project was to inform the development and implementation of
additional services for the Somali community by creating a concise, coherent, and
contemporary assessment of Somalis in Camden. To achieve this goal, our project team set
four main objectives:

In addition to gathering information from other researchers, we conducted our own research
through surveys, interviews, and focus groups with Somali adults and youth, business owners,
community and religious leaders, teachers of Somali students, and Camden Council members.
We contrasted the contemporary profile that emerged from our research with previous
benchmarks to document progress and struggles in the community. Our findings will guide the
future work of the SYDRC organization and will provide evidence that can be used to secure
funding and support for its services.

Introduction

2



        In 1884 and 1889, Somalia was subject to British and Italian colonialism when the foreign
powers established British Somaliland and Italian Somaliland as colonies, which they maintained
until 1960 (Jalloh, 2020). The colonial powers attempted to install an alien religious and political
system into an established Islamic environment. Dividing the country into British Somaliland in
the north and Italian Somaliland in the south has fostered long-lasting social and political
consequences in Somalia, including political instability and unrest. The UN spearheaded a plan to
dissolve this arrangement over the ten-year period starting in 1950 and form the United Republic
of Somalia in 1960 (World Peace Foundation, 2015).
        This newly independent Somalia persisted until 1969 when Siad Barre, a socialist, seized
control of Somalia. The details of Barre’s coup and its interplay with complex global politics
could be the subject of an entire paper in itself (Payton, 1980). Suffice it to say, Barre’s regime
gained control and he would remain in power as president for another 22 years.  
 During his rule, Barre appealed to Somalia’s divided history. He inflamed dormant clan rivalries;
a strategy learned from the country’s earlier colonial leaders. Over the decades to follow,
Somalia’s government became increasingly more oppressive and provoked resistance from clan
militias, which were met with violent retribution. Throughout the 1980s, the Somali government
faced growing opposition, and the desperate government responded by committing a number of
atrocities against its own people. One report estimates that in the year of 1988 the Barre regime
killed 5,000 unarmed civilians in 1991 (World Peace Foundation, 2015).
        In 1990, the inter-clan resistance forced Barre to flee, leaving Somalia without a
government. Since then, various factions have vied to fill the void. Among them, are nationalist
governments, Islamic governments, and clan warlords (The Organization for World Peace, 2021).
From this continuing instability, Somali refugees fled, and many took refuge in London. Figure 2
shows the global destinations of Somali refugees as of 2009. Outside of the immediate
surrounding countries in Africa and the Middle East, the UK is the largest terminal for Somali
refugees.

           Proper research on Somalis in London begins with an understanding of the circumstances
which caused Somali refugees to seek asylum in London and the culture which they left.
Furthermore, to update the profile of the community, we must first present here profiles that
other researchers have developed regarding Somalis living in London. These profiles will then be
used to provide a point of comparison for the results we present later in this report.

A Brief History of Somalia 
        Somalia is a small country in the horn of Africa, bordered by Ethiopia, Kenya, and Djibouti. It
has struggled economically and politically since gaining independence from British and Italian
control in the 1960s. Shown in Figure 1, its capital, Mogadishu, is located in the south of the
nation on the coast of the Indian Ocean.

Figure 1. Map of Somalia (The World Factbook, 2021)
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n.d.). Women are often passed over for the limited room in Somali schools and only about 20% of
Somali women work. The UN ranks Somalia as the fourth lowest country in the world on its
gender equality index (UN Population Fund, 2020).
        Somalia built its culture on oral tradition, rather than written histories. The region’s two
main dialects, Al Maxaa and Af Maay, belong to the Cushitic family of languages, and relate
closely to other languages in the region (National African Language Resource Center, n.d.).
Although the language traces its history back centuries, Somali had no formal writing system
until 1972. Even then, the Somali government's decision to adopt an official written alphabet was
hotly debated for its political and religious consequences. Before the decision was made, the
many official proceedings, both verbal and written, were conducted in English, Italian, and
Arabic, and had to be translated many times over to be understood by government officials.
However, the nation eventually settled on the Latin alphabet. Once rendered, the government
enacted a sweeping literacy effort. While the program found success, especially in the business
world, many Somalis clung only to the oral tradition (Johnson, 2006). Studies found that even 50
years later much of the Somali population is illiterate. Only 61% of non-displaced Somali men and
41% of non-displaced women can read. Literacy rates are even lower among those populations
forced to migrate internally to avoid war and drought (UN Population Fund, 2020).

Somali Community in the UK 
        The Somali community in the UK is one of the largest and most established Somali
communities in Europe (Open Society Foundation, 2014). In 2020 the Office of National Statistics
found there were 200,000 Somali-born immigrants living in the UK, and of those 70,000 lived in
London (Stickney, 2021). London’s Somali community is concentrated primarily in the boroughs of
Tower Hamlets, Camden, Ealing, Newham and Lambeth. Somali people also reside in other cities,
including Cardiff, Liverpool, Sheffield, Nottingham, Birmingham, Leeds, Manchester and other
places across the UK (Mapping London’s Somali Community (2016): Discourses, Dilemmas &
Demographics, 2016).

     The people of Somalia trace their roots back millennia to a common ancestor whose progeny
formed the clans with which Somalis identify (World Peace Foundation, 2015). Many Somalis
share a common identity in Islam which arrived at the Horn of Africa in the 7th century and
quickly became the dominant religion in the region (BBC, 2018). In Modern Somalia this heritage
persists. Somalia retains attachment to these traditional folk roots, including an especial
emphasis on pilgrimages to local saints and the veneration of prominent ancestors (Adam, 1995).
The US State Department estimates that Sunni Muslims make up 99% of the population in
Somalia today. Additionally, although the Somali constitution provides religious freedom on the
individual level, it also establishes Islam as the official state religion and emphasizes the
importance of adherence to sharia law (US State Department, 2020).  
       Strict gender roles and hierarchy dominate much of Somalia’s culture. While the country has
made strides in the past few decades, it remains the case that women face challenges that
prevent them from participating equally in politics and the labor market (UN Women of Africa,

Figure 2. Destinations of Somali refugees worldwide (UNHCR, 2009)
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The Somali diaspora in Camden 
        Camden has one of the largest populations of Somalis in London. Figure 3 shows that in 2010
the Somalis were concentrated in some of the more deprived areas of Camden, including Kentish
Town, Kilburn, Camden Town and King’s Cross (Khan, S., & Jones, A., 2003). These same areas
remain relatively deprived today (Figure 4), and we assume they remain centers for the Somali
population, although precise numbers are not known because the census data do not distinguish
among migrant groups from Africa. 
New Challenges in London 
        By all accounts, the Somali community is one of the oldest African subgroups in London.
Reports trace back to the early 20th century when the British Military recruited Somali men to
fight in World War I. After the fighting finished, some Somalis stayed in London, forming the
basis of the community’s historic foothold in Britain (BBC, 2003). This group was very small,
however, and it was not until the early 1990s that London began to see large growth in the
Somali population.

Figure 3. Index of Multiple Deprivation Rank of the most deprived 30% LSOAs in England from
the year 2010 indicating areas of deprivation in Camden. Areas highlighted in yellow represent

the areas with a dense Somali Population (Camden Profile)

Figure 4.  Index of Multiple Deprivation Rank of the Camden borough from the year 2019
indicating areas of deprivation (Camden Profile)

 Figure 5.  A Somali food center in
Queen’s Crescent

 

        Since their recent immigration, there has been limited
comprehensive research done on Somali populations in London,
and the challenges that they collectively face, with the
exception of Somalis in Camden: Challenges Faced by an
Emerging Community (Khan and Jones, 2003) and Somalis in
London (Open Society Foundations, 2014). There are few reports
that explore in-depth the conditions and experiences of the
Somali community in London, but both these present qualitative
and quantitative data on Somali education, employment, health,
and housing. These reports also cover the topics such as
household size and composition, religion, language, class,
citizenship, misrepresentation in media, and leisure. Together,
the Khan & Jones and Open Society Foundation reports form the
baseline assessment for our project. Thus, in this section, we
summarize the major findings from these two reports and
compare them to other more 
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The Index of Multiple Deprivation 2015 is the official measure of relative deprivation for small areas or neighborhoods in
England. The Index of Multiple Deprivation ranks every small area in England from 1 (most deprived area) to 32,844 (least
deprived area).The seven domains on which the Index of Multiple Deprivation is based are as follows: 22.5% of Employment
Deprivation, 22.5% Income Deprivation, 13.5% Education, skills and Training Deprivation, 13.5% Health Deprivation and
Disability, 9.3% Crime , 9.3% Barriers to Housing and Services and 9.3% of Living Environment Deprivation.(Indexes of Multiple
Deprivation – Doorda, n.d.). 
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recent data from other sources. Unfortunately, as noted elsewhere, specific data on the Somali
community are scarce because the data seldom distinguish among African ethnic groups. The
following sections are based on those findings and several more limited studies, providing
snapshots of the status of the Somali community in London in the years 2003 and 2014.

Societal Differences
        When Somali refugees migrated to Camden they faced a new culture, alien to their own, with
a plethora of differences from life in Somalia. Since many Somali refugees were forced to
migrate by extreme circumstances, the community is especially susceptible to psychological
stress from past trauma. This stress has been compounded by life in an alien culture with an
unknown language and by discrimination in employment, health, housing, and education. The
process of seeking asylum can itself be prolonged and extensive and often cultivates
psychological damage for asylum seekers (Silove et al., 2007).

Figure 6. The Camden Council building in King’s Cross

        Somali refugees must navigate new political, social, and economic systems. Camden is one of
the 32 boroughs in London and is led by the Camden Council which has elected officials every
four years. The council is responsible for local services such as transportation, roads, schools,
and waste management among others (London boroughs, n.d.). The political structure alone is a
completely new concept to many Somali refugees who come from a country that has not
established a central authority since the fall of Siad Barre’s government in 1991 (Stremlau, 2018).
Instead, what remains is a system that revolves around tribe and religion. Khan and Jones (2003)
described Somali society as clan-based, profoundly fragmented, and embedded in tradition.
Clans often exist independent of each other and rely on their own network for resources and
services, offering little experience for refugees appealing to a centralized system and
unfamiliar bureaucracy (Palmer, 2006). These dramatic differences breed discouragement and
distrust. For instance, in regards to health services, Palmer (2006) found that language barriers,
fear and mistrust of an unknown medical system, and worry over immigration status were
among the reasons an estimated 68% of Somali refugees did not use health services that were
available in Camden.

Discrimination 
        The new culture in London is a completely unfamiliar environment for the Somali community,
and that environment is not always accepting. The challenge is particularly difficult for Somali
youth who tend to struggle with identity and intersectionality in their new home. When youth
refugees migrate to Camden, they leave behind one childhood in Somalia to face very different
expectations of childhood in the UK. Youth are thrown into the public schooling system based on
their age rather than actual experience and prior education. As a result of the civil war in
Somalia, most refugees migrate with little to no schooling. Additionally, just under a quarter of
Somali youth aged 10-14 were formerly unpaid laborers (Sporton et al., 2006). Consequently,
most Somalis struggle in school and are overwhelmed with the new system.  
        Furthermore, Khan and Jones determined exclusion in school to be a problem for youth as
well. Despite schools’ best efforts, teachers reported that many Somali students still suffered
racist treatment from their peers and others (Khan & Jones, 2003). Additionally, the lack of
previous education combined with cultural differences aggravated the issues of exclusion. While
teachers did suggest that schools with high concentrations of Somalis rejected the stereotype
of inherently violent Somali boys, the surrounding communities did not. 
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        Unfortunately, the London public has crafted a negative image of the Somali community
as a whole based on a handful of extreme events. For example, on July 7, 2005 a series of four
suicide bombings on London public transportation left 52 people dead, and hundreds more
injured. Of the four men responsible, two were Somali refugees who entered the UK as asylum
seekers when they were young children (Sporton et al., 2006). In 2021, a British-born man of
Somali heritage was charged with the murder of MP Sir David Amess (Townsend, 2021). These
and other events sparked backlash towards the Somali community, with the murder of Amess
even generating death threats to members of the Somali community. These events promote
negative perceptions of Somalis and exacerbate feelings of distrust and alienation from
within, as well. In both events, the assailants had grown up in London and were British citizens
radicalized by frustrations fostered in the UK. Sporton (2006) draws on this fact and
emphasizes the lack of social structure for Somali refugees in London. Research from
Sociology Professor Barrie Thorne examines the intersectionality of very different childhoods
for young Somalis: the childhood they lost in Somalia; the childhood expectations in the UK;
the racially installed childhood enclosed around them; and the legal childhood denied from
them by the state as an asylum seeker (Sporton et al., 2006). There is a clear need for a
stronger sense of community, identity, mental health support and awareness to better
integrate Somali refugees into what is a vastly new culture for them.

Language Barrier 
        Khan and Jones found in 2003 that language was yet another barrier for the Somali
community in Camden, with 25% of men and 75% of women they surveyed indicating that they
did not speak English. Language barriers intensify the cultural divide and discrimination faced
by the Somali population, creating challenges in almost every sector of the community,
ranging from education, employment, housing, political representation, and more. For
example, Khan and Jones (2003) described a Somali woman unable to solicit emergency repairs
on the waterline in her home because she did not speak English (Khan & Jones, 2003). This
disparity in language further excludes Somalis from the rest of the community in Camden,
while at the same time surrendering their East-African roots as the language is not heard as
much in the integrated society of London.

 
Figure 7. The percentage comparison of the Somali community and Camden pupil for gaining 5 + A*- C

passes on the GCSE (Open Society Foundation, 2014 & Khan and Jones, 2003)

A profile of the Somali experiences in Camden
        Khan and Jones (2003) found that Somali youth struggled in school two decades ago, but
more recent data indicate that Somali youth have improved their academic performance
dramatically. Figure 7 shows that in 1999 only 3.1% of Somali children achieved five or more A-C
passes in their GCSEs compared with 47.7% of the general school population in Camden. By 2012,
the Open Society Foundation reported 63% of Somali girls and 54% of Somali boys passed five or
more GCSEs. Evidently, the Somali educational performance has improved dramatically, although
Figure 7 also shows that they still lag behind the general school population with a pass rate of
79.8% for England’s boys and 86.3% for England’s girls. 
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        According to the Open Society Foundation report of 2014, numerous community stakeholders
cited education as the biggest issue and lamented that Somali children were inadequately
supported by the education system. They noted Somali students are often stigmatized as “bad”
or put into special education units as teachers can not cope with them. The education system
fails to be inclusive of the Somali students and not enough support is provided to the students
or the parents which leads to problems such as exclusion and future issues with  employment.

Figure 8. A Camden school attended by Somali students

"Most Somalis–Britain's largest refugee population–do not work. They are among the poorest,
worst-educated and least-employed in Britain," (Anonymous, 2013).
        The 2003 report also provided an in-depth section on health. Evidently, many Somalis,
especially women, were hesitant to go to a doctor due to language barriers and a lack of
knowledge. Khan and Jones also report on the high usage of Khat that leads to myriad issues
such as family breakdowns (Khan, S., & Jones, A., 2003). More recent research indicates that the
Somali community still continues to struggle with access to healthcare. For example, Abdullahi
et al. (2009) conducted focus groups with Somali women and found that language, lack of
knowledge, religion, and culture resulted in low rates of screening for cervical cancer. Abdullahi
et al. (2009) suggested an overall distrust and unfamiliarity with the healthcare system
discouraged the women from receiving necessary cervical screenings. 
        The most recent reports by the SYDRC in 2021 show the reluctance towards healthcare is still
persistent. The SYDRC conducted a report focusing on mental health (Osman and Isse, 2021a) and
COVID-19 vaccine hesitancy in the Somali community (Osman and Isse, 2021b). From a survey on
mental health, Osman and Isse (2021a) found that 60% of Somali people were suffering from
depression due to the pandemic. Furthermore, 40% of participants had either lost their jobs or
received reduced work hours from Covid-19 (Osman and Isee, 2021b). The community of Somali
people have also had hesitancy towards the Covid-19 vaccine; however, this is not something
new. When looking at the Somali people’s flu vaccine rates for the previous 5 years, only 27% got
the flu vaccine.

        Despite the improvements in educational performance, unemployment remains a persistent
problem in the Somali community in Camden and elsewhere in London. Unfortunately, there is
little concrete data on unemployment by ethnicity. The survey of the Somali community by Khan
and Jones (2003) found that 95% of Somali adults were unemployed. The focus groups conducted
by Khan and Jones (2003) indicated that Somalis in Camden believed they were destined for
unemployment or menial, dead-end jobs regardless of their educational achievements. The Open
Society report in 2014 did not cite any concrete data but claimed that the situation remained
similar a decade later, with Somalis having the lowest employment rates of all migrant groups. A
report by the Economist in 2013 claimed

Figure 9. Number of people in the Somali community that received flu vaccines in the past 5
years (Osman and Isse, 2021a)
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The reasons behind the hesitancy stem from the concern of long and short term effects paired
with the belief that the vaccine will not protect them.
        Finally, the Khan and Jones report indicated widespread problems with housing in the Somali
community, especially issues of overcrowding. According to the report, 64% of Somali
households had more than 4 people living in that household. Nearly half of the 64% had more
than 6 people living in these households. On top of the overcrowding, 54% of Somali respondents
had 3 rooms or less in the house. The report also highlights reliance on public housing and
conflict with landlords as key issues for the community (Khan, S., & Jones, A., 2003). 

Figure 10.  Percentage of Somali individuals living in a household and percentage of number of
rooms in a household (Khan, S., & Jones, A., 2003)

Somali community, it is not uncommon to provide shelter for down-on-their-luck relatives, as
described above, and because of this many Somalis have trouble accessing the housing aid they
need (Open Society Foundation). Even though Somalis are not forced out on the street, their
culture of hospitality forces them into overcrowded situations which limit their opportunities.

Differences with Somali communities around the world
        While London, and more specifically Camden, has become a center for Somali refugees
fleeing the war, other Somali communities have developed elsewhere in the world. Research
indicates that there are substantial differences in the Somali immigrant experiences in various
cities of the world. Warfa et al. (2012) found that in 2012 almost 90% of London Somalis were
unemployed compared to only 26% of Somalis in Minneapolis, USA in 2005 (Warfa et al., 2012),
even though far more London Somalis (66.4%) reported receiving education in their new country
than their counterparts in Minneapolis (41.3%). This finding highlights key differences in the two
communities and counters the common assumption that education necessarily leads to greater
economic stability. Instead, this suggests that other factors may play key roles in the prosperity
of Somali communities. Palmer shows that refugees face more mental health challenges when
migrating from their home countries that are often riven by war and human rights abuse. When
looking at how the Somalis migrated, Warfa et al. (2012) found that only 2.2% of Somalis in 

        The 2014 Open Society report delves deeper into this issue. The report mentions the Localism
Act of 2012 that gave local authorities freedom in setting housing policies. The act gave housing
priority to the homeless, those living in unsanitary environments, and people who must move for
medical reasons. A points system was implemented that accounted for waiting times and based
grades from A to D where A was the highest priority. 
        Even after the Localism Act, however, over 41% of households on the housing register are
overcrowded households. This sprouts out of the subtle issue of “hidden homelessness” where
people who cannot afford their own accommodations live with friends or relatives. Hidden
homelessness often goes undetected in housing provision systems like the Localism Act because
people experiencing hidden homelessness technically have a place to stay. In the 

Figure 11. The “African Village” in Kentish Town housing 27 Somali families
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Minneapolis sought asylum on entry to the country compared to 75.5% of London Somalis. It
appears that asylum status may be more significant than education attainment in determining
employment status.
        Other regions with high concentrations of Somali populations include Toronto, Canada. Prior
to 1989, there were only a few hundred Somalis in Toronto, but Hopkins (2006) provides an
estimate from Somali organizations of 90,000-100,000 Somalis by the early 2000s. This
migration pattern is very similar to the Somali communities described in Camden and
Minneapolis and thus are appropriate to compare. Like these other communities, Somalis in
Toronto struggled to identify with the black community yet are labeled with the BME category.
Nonetheless, Hopkins identifies community organizations and services that are more developed
in Toronto than in London through both discussions and interviews. London groups often
maintained affiliations with Somali clans and other traditions brought over from Somalia and
were vigilant of intervention from non-Somalis. Meanwhile, the Somali community in Toronto
recognized the importance of conformity and integration for organizations to advance funding,
services, and greater representation and awareness in the community. Specifically, the
Midaynta Association of Somali Service Agencies 1995 began to lay the infrastructure for a
united and collaborative community front for organizations to assimilate while preserving
independence. In fact, this non-profit has remained active and published its annual report for
2020-2021 and continues to build socially integrated communities (Midaynta, 2017).  

Somali Organizations in London and SYDRC 
        Many organizations have formed in London to work towards the betterment of the Somali
community, a few being the Islington Somali Community, British Somali Community, and the
Somali Youth Development and Resource Centre (SYDRC). The Somali Youth Development and
Resource Centre is a youth community-based non-profit organization established in 2000 to
support the Somali Community in London in general and Camden in particular. They state their
mission:

The organization was founded to support underachieving Somali youth in the Camden schools
and community. The Centre uses services like their homework support club, youth
empowerment and mentoring sessions, and tutoring sessions to give Somali children a chance at 

the extra help they may not be getting in class (Our Projects). Over the past 20 years, the
organization has grown to provide a broader range of services including legal advice to young
adults, yoga classes, and financial/employment training.
        SYDRC, along with organizations like it have been working to empower the Somali community
for over two decades now. The Khan & Jones report published in 2003 and the Somalis in London
(2014) report by the Open Society Foundation remain two of the most comprehensive resources
available to those researching the Somali community. However, that means more than 8 years
have passed since the last complete profile of Somalis in London was published. Although there
are other reports that discuss various aspects of the Somali community over the years, the data
obtained is unevenly distributed, and it is difficult to find key resources that indicate the status
of the community. There lacks a recent comprehensive study of the Somali community that could
help organizations and policymakers understand the current standing of the community and the
impact of COVID-19 on a community that was already in a lot of need. We aim to address this
problem through our project by implementing the methods that we will discuss in the following
section.

To empower and inspire Somali young people to achieve their true potential by
equipping them with the tools for tomorrow, to enable them to take
responsibility for their lives and develop as individuals and make the successful
transition to adulthood.
- SYDRC (About Us)
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        The overarching goal of this project was to inform the development and implementation of
relevant services for the Somali community by creating a concise, coherent, and contemporary
assessment of Somalis in Camden.  In what follows, we describe the surveys, interviews, and
focus groups we conducted, each of which gave us a different insight into the Somali
community.

Survey
        In order to gather quantitative data from the community we created a digital survey in
Google Forms (see Supplemental Materials for the survey questions and consent form). Our
questions covered the following topics: youth safety, employment, housing, education, Somali
identity, and health. The team met several times with a local coordinator to make the survey
GDPR compliant. We pre-tested the survey on four representatives from SYDRC to confirm the
readability and comprehensibility of the questions. Once fully revised, our team worked with
the SYDRC to run an extensive distribution campaign for the survey. We sent the survey to
Camden Somalis through Whatsapp groups and through email lists obtained through SYDRC
staff, who also directly called members in the community to walk them through the survey and
translate as needed. We handed out flyers with a QR code for the survey to parents outside of
schools and to individuals at mosques and Somali restaurants. To encourage full participation,
anyone who completed the survey had the option to provide contact information to be entered
into a raffle for the chance to win a prize. After 4 weeks, we received 343 responses to the
survey.
        To facilitate comparison of our data to earlier studies, we asked similar questions and used
similar Likert Scales to those used in the Khan and Jones report of 2003. We also adapted our
education questions directly from the OFSTED Parent View questions so that our data could be
compared directly to national data for non-Somalis living in the borough. 

Interviews
        In order to gather qualitative data, our team conducted interviews with 12 community
members: one Camden councillor, two Camden council officers, three community
representatives, three Somali teachers, one community activist, one Somali journalist, and one
researcher. We identified interview participants primarily through SYDRC leadership and their
connections to schools, the Council, and other community groups. Additionally, we asked some
nterviewees for other references in the community, particularly councilors and Council
officers, whom they could connect us with.
 We conducted interviews both in person and remotely, over a video call. Our baseline questions
can be found in the Supplemental Materials section, but interviews often went off-script
according to how the conversation progressed. Depending on the interviewee’s background,
topics included many of the same themes as the survey: education, housing, employment,
health, and Somali identity.
 

        In addition to these formal interviews, the team also frequently held informal conversations
around the community. This included having discussions with parents outside of Camden schools,
community members outside of mosques, clients at popular Somali stores and markets, and even
youth we played football with at SYDRC. While we did not record these conversations a member of
the team did write down new perspectives, which helped us develop stronger and more specific
questions for our interviews.

Focus Groups
       We also conducted 4 focus groups involving 14 participants from SYRDC’s youth football club
members and 14 from their parenting programs to gather qualitative data. We separated these
groups by gender as a means to create a comfortable environment, especially when discussing
more personal topics. The young women’s focus group (females, aged 18-27) conversation
primarily targeted the Somali identity and how first-generation Somali women perceived their
role in the community. On the other hand, the young men’s group (males, aged 14-18) focused on a
youth safety assessment and included community asset mapping activities. Participants received
a map of their neighborhood and marked the areas they valued and felt safe in, as well as areas
where they felt unsafe. From this we sparked a conversation on youth safety, discussing
important changes the community could make. We conducted the remaining focus groups (with
parents) virtually. One group was composed of 7 fathers and another of 7 mothers. This allowed
the team to highlight the different roles that Somali parents fulfill and to gain a perspective on
the challenges parents perceived in the community. Unlike the boys and girls groups, the
discussions with the fathers and mothers were held remotely. A thorough explanation of our
focus group procedure, as well as our list of questions, may be found in the Supplemental
Materials section.
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Figure 12. Flow chart showing paths through the survey
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           Our survey received 343 responses from members of Camden’s Somali community, with a
roughly equal number of responses from Somali men and women. Most responses came from
people of younger generations, with only 23.5% of respondents being 46 or older (Figure 13).

Figure 13. Survey Responses by Age Group [n = 319]

R
es

ul
ts Our survey respondents are also diverse in terms of their marital status with 47.6% of our

survey respondents being married, 43.9% being single, and 8.5% of respondents being divorced,
separated or widows or widowers. These data were equal between men and women.
       By collecting postal codes, we were able to map the areas where most respondents lived
(Figure 14). The map indicates that our respondents are broadly representative of the Somali
community in Camden with concentrations in Camden Town, Kentish Town, Chalk Farm, and areas
near Regent’s Park.
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Figure 13. Geographic Distribution of Survey Respondents  [n =293]



are about their health in general. A minority of respondents (24%) indicated they had trouble
reaching their GP, which comports with data from Figure 15 above which shows that scheduling
difficulties are common.

Health 
       Khan and Jones (2003) found that a large number of Somalis surveyed perceived problems in
their interactions with healthcare professionals, which they indicated may have discouraged
them from seeking healthcare. Around 22% of their respondents listed language as a barrier in
healthcare interactions, whereas almost none listed cultural differences. According to our
survey, language could still be an issue for some Somalis interfacing with the healthcare system.
Hanad Mohamad, Director of Equalities for Camden Council, told us that “the [healthcare] system
is not really set up to support communities like the Somali community. And one simple thing is
[lack of] translation.” He noted that “when the public health announcements were happening
every day [during the pandemic], on 10 Downing street, they were all in English. How were they
communicating to people from the Somali community? It was a huge barrier.” Only 9% of
respondents listed language as a barrier to healthcare in our study, however. Interview
participants also confirmed for us that in recent years doctors offices and emergency rooms
have become more accommodating to clients who speak Somali as a first language, often
providing interpreters to assist in translation. The most frequently reported issue discouraging
access to healthcare was scheduling an appointment, which was listed by 29% of our survey
respondents.

Figure 15. Problems which discouraged respondents from visiting doctor 2022 [n = 316]
 

         Khan and Jones (2003) reported that 97% of the Somali community was registered with a GP.
We did not ask a direct analogue to this question, but we did find that 94% of Somalis indicated
that they had been to the doctor in the past three years. In assessing their experience visiting
GPs in the UK, respondents were mostly positive (Figure 16). A plurality of respondents felt that
their GPs treat them with respect, give good advice and adequate information about resources,
and 

        Difficulty scheduling and appointment is by no means a problem unique to the Somali
community, however. Since the start of the COVID-19 pandemic, access to healthcare has been a
struggle in the UK. According to England's National Health service, 6.2 million were awaiting
treatment from a hospital as of February 2022 (2 months prior to our survey), an all time high
since 2007 (Independent, 2022).

Figure 16. Agreement with Statements about Healthcare Visits [n = 305]
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Housing 
       Our survey found that respondents were living with more people in a residency than Khan and
Jones reported in 2003. As shown in Figure 17, the majority of our respondents lived in residences
with 4 or more people. Most reported having three or fewer bedrooms. Less than 5% of
respondents lived in single-person households, and 63.5% lived in multi-person households with
more than 1.5 people-per-bedroom. Compare this to the Borough of Camden, in which 41% of
households are single-person households, with only 19% of households having more than 1.5
people-per-bedroom (Camden Council). Some of those surveyed lived in households with as
many as 4 or 5 people-per-room. What’s more, 57% of households with five or more people had 3
or fewer bedrooms. Compared to the findings of other reports, data suggests Somali
respondents in Camden lived with more people in fewer rooms than the rest of the borough.

Figure 18. Number of people living in a residence 2022 [n = 175 (2022), n = 100 (2003)]

Figure 17. Number of bedrooms in a residence 2022 [n = 247]
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16Note that when calculating the number of respondents in homes with more than 1.5 people-per-room on average, 100% of
respondents living with “8 or more” people in their household, had five or fewer rooms, meaning we could calculate that the
average number of people-per-room in those households is greater than 1.6, even without having an exact number.
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        In addition to Somali respondents living in households that are more crowded than the
average Camden household, respondents also indicated a high frequency of housing problems
that take a while to solve. Of the respondents that reported housing problems in the last year,
25.7% of these issues are either still ongoing or took longer than a month to resolve.

Figure 19. Number of bedrooms in a residence 2022 [n = 247]

        In Camden, 68.8% of respondents live in social housing owned by Camden council, and 24.4%
by a housing association. In fact, of those surveyed, not a single person indicated that they
owned their residency. As shown in Figure 20, 30% of respondents had 1-3 housing issues in the
past year which were resolved within a month, while 70% of respondents had housing issues
resolved within a month and 30% of respondents have had housing issues for more than a month
which are still persisting.

Figure 20. Frequency of Housing issues and average time taken to resolve [n=247]
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  Employment
       Our research produced much more encouraging employment statistics than the 2003 report.
Khan and Jones (2003) found that only 95% of their respondents were in the unemployment
category. As shown in Figure 21, in 2022 more than 55% of respondents were actively employed
(either full-time or part time), 7.5% of which were self-employed. Twenty-seven percent were
economically inactive, including students (13.1%), retirees (7.8%), those medically unable to work
(7.5%), and stay-at-home parents (6.2%). Thus, the reported unemployment rate amongst our
respondents was 7.3%. Whilst seemingly better than 20 years ago, this is nearly twice as high as
the average unemployment rate in Camden of 4.2% (Poverty & Inequality Data camden: Trust for
London, 2021).
        Our interviews also point towards underemployment potentially being an issue in the
community, a finding which our survey could support. Of those surveyed, 18.6% indicated that
they were only employed part-time, although it is unclear if this is by choice or circumstance.

Figure 21. Employment Rates [n = 315]

        Employment rates between male and female respondents are similar as shown in Figure 22,
but more male respondents reported being employed full-time while more female respondents
reported part-time employment.

Figure 22. Employment rates by gender, 2022 [n = 315]
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Note that all categories shown were mutually exclusive. Respondents who indicated they were self-employed did not indicate
they were Full-Time or Part-Time employed.
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         Figure 23 shows the percentages of respondents in each of the listed income brackets. Note
here that 90.6% of respondents’ households make less than the median annual income per
household for the borough of Camden. Even more notably, 36.6% of our respondents lived in
households with combined incomes of less than £16,000 a year, which puts them below the UK
poverty line and in the qualifying income bracket for Universal Credit Support.

Figure 23.  Annual household income of respondents as compared to Camden median income [n = 278]

This means a large portion of the Somali community earn well below what other households in
Camden earn. Given the high rates of employment in the Somali community, the low levels of
household income suggest that many Somalis work in relatively low-paying jobs. Hanad
Mohamed had this to say about Camden:

Survey data supports this assertion. Table 1 shows the occupations of survey respondents living
in Camden. Most respondents work in the public sector, with the most common categories being
education, health, care work, and public transport. As described by Director Mohamed, few
respondents cited management, administration, or other senior level jobs. Similarly, few
respondents worked in fields with traditionally higher incomes such as the technology industry
or business management.

What’s interesting actually is [Camden does] have quite a diverse workforce. Our

lower level, our entry level work, so for example with the caretakers, the cleaners, the

security guards, our social workers, they are predominantly Black and Asian. But

actually the more senior you become, the less diverse it is, and I think that's where

the problem is.

Lack of opportunities was one topic of discussion in the mother’s focus group. One participant
disclosed the lack of employment opportunities in the community for Somali residents:

People are not being given the opportunity because of a lack of jobs. So we've got a lot of

young graduates that are unable to find work. Another study that's shown as well, if you

change your name then you're more likely to get an interview. And I know so many young

people that have had hundreds and hundreds of interviews and have been rejected, and

these people are highly qualified.
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In the UK, the poverty line is defined as 60% of the mean household income. The Office of National Statistics states £31,400 as
the national mean, putting the poverty line at £18,840.
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Table 1. Occupations of Survey Respondents [n = 164]
(Full Table in Supplemental Materials)
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As of January 2022 the median income in Camden is £39,994 (Camden Council)
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Education 
       Our survey included a basic canvas of the educational attainment of respondents. Community
members asserted repeatedly during focus groups that their culture put heavy emphasis on
education, and survey data supports this assertion. As seen in Figure 24, not only had more than
90% of participants completed primary school, secondary school, and college, but 56% had
attained an undergraduate university degree. The national average in the UK is 17% lower, at
only 39% completing university (Clark, 2022).

Figure 24.  Educational attainment of Survey Respondents [n = 343]

Figure 25. Education Levels Completed inside the UK or outside the UK (Age 46 and up)
[n = 71]

 

Our survey also shows differences in educational attainment amongst different age groups.
Beginning with older generations, which we define here as those aged 46 and above, (Figure 25),
we see that the majority of them, 75%, completed primary school through college; however, we
see few respondents in this age group completing higher education. Of those who took the
survey, 68% completed no university education whatsoever. Note also that only 7.2% of
respondents in this group who completed secondary school did so in the UK. The majority of
them, 68%, completed secondary school in some other country, which likely reflects the fact 

        There is a clear shift in these trends when looking at respondents in the next age bracket of
26-45. The overwhelming majority of this group completed college. Only 3.1% of those surveyed
from this group did not complete college. Note also that later stages of education are completed
increasingly inside of the UK. This agrees with the supposition that most of this group would
have immigrated to the UK sometime in the 90s and, depending on how old they were, may have
begun their education in Somalia and completed it in the UK. We can also see that 64% of
respondents in this age group completed undergraduate university, a much higher attainment
rate than the previous generation.

Figure 26. Education Levels Completed inside the UK or outside the UK (aged 26-45)
[n = 170]
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In the United Kingdom, the word college refers to a specific type of further education distinct from an Undergraduate
University degree and other forms of higher education. Colleges in the UK are preparatory institutions usually attended by
students aged 16-18 after graduating from Secondary School (the UK equivalent of High School) at the age of 16 (in the UK,
children are not usually held back a grade, so all students complete Secondary school around age 16). Colleges teach primarily
applicable skills which are intended to help students enter the workforce or improve chances of University admission.
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that they immigrated to the UK as adults many years ago. Figure 25 shows 43% of respondents in
this age bracket completed college in the UK and 30% outside. Of those who took the survey,
68% completed no university education whatsoever.
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        Finally, focusing on the youngest generation we surveyed (aged 16-25), we see that 100% of
respondents completed secondary school. This establishes a clear trend of increased
educational attainment from the generations previous. More than 58% of respondents indicated
that they had completed undergraduate university, a rate of attainment only slightly lower than
the older generation. This apparent discrepancy can easily be accounted for by considering that
individuals ages 18-22 are commonly still enrolled in university and have not yet completed it.
More notably, this group had some of the lowest completion rates for apprenticeship and
vocational training, with only 9% having completed each.
        Upon examining perceptions of education amongst survey respondents and interviewees,
we found sentiments expressed which agreed with our survey data, that Somali young people
often feel pressured to pursue a university education over trade work. In one interview, Hassan
Farah, a Somali entrepreneur and business owner, said “We have this emphasis on education
education education. But not every kid wants to go through that route… some of them are just
very good with their hands.” Over the course of our research, many young Somali people
expressed similar views that they felt pressured by older generations to pursue higher
education even though they are not passionate about this choice. On the other hand, some youth
see education as a way to increase Somali representation. “I want to go into a field where there
aren’t a lot of Somalis… like aerospace engineering,” said one Somali during a young men’s focus
group. It was clear, however, that these young people had high expectations for their future
education.

Figure 27.   Education Levels Completed inside or outside Camden Borough (aged 16-25)
[n = 60]

 

Figure 28a. Educational Levels Completed (Male) [n = 152]

        Our survey found educational attainment to be roughly equal amongst male and female
respondents. There is a disparity when examining basic education (Primary School, Secondary
School, and College), where only about 95% of male respondents completed college (which in the
UK is pre-university schooling for minors aged 16-18), compared to only 86% of female
respondents and 60% of males completed University compared to 52% of females (Figures 28 a
and b).

Figure 28b. Education Levels Complete (Female) [n = 151]
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       In 16-25 year olds, this gender disparity in basic education attainment completely
disappeared. Equal numbers of both young men and women who were surveyed completed
primary school, secondary school and college; however, a large gender difference appears with
undergraduate university education. Eighty one percent of females had completed an
undergraduate degree, compared with only 42% of men. This agrees with data from focus
groups and interviews, where Somali community members frequently indicated that Somali
women have been especially successful at integrating into London society. “When I visit
universities and I see young Somali girls with their beautiful hijabs studying various subjects.”
says independent Somali Journalist Abdihafid Jama, “then I can see the bright future of our
community.”
        Most respondents that had children currently attending schools in Camden were in primary
or secondary school. Figure 29 shows 41.1% of parent respondents had children in primary school
and 36.1% had children in secondary school in Camden. Of all the parents, however, only half had
first-hand experience in the UK with the level of education their child was attending. Fifty
percent of Somali parents who responded to the survey have not themselves had experience in
the UK schooling system.

Figure 29.   Parents that have children attending Camden schools [n = 165]
 

Figure 30. Location of parents’ education attainment [n = 100]

       Interviewees suggested that parents’ lack of first-hand experience with the UK nursery
through secondary educational system may be a source of misunderstandings parents
sometimes have with the schools. One father in a focus group explained:

 

When you're back home you trust the teacher to teach your kid. Where it was 

discipline, manners, you learn it from the school. And a lot of Somalis, or a lot of parents

here, have adopted that system. They think if I send my kids to a school it's gonna be like

how I was raised. But in fact it's not. What they’re lacking in the community is the fact that

the school system and the way the education system works is different than back home.
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The unfamiliarity with the education system was also acknowledged by one Somali teacher in
Camden. This teacher shared a concern that parents are unable to be involved with their child’s
education due to their lack of understanding of the system:

This teacher admitted that it was difficult even for them to fully understand the constantly
changing curriculum, so trying to explain the system to a parent in which English may not be
their first language can be very challenging. The teacher explains that every time elections take
place and new members are appointed to the council, the curriculum and system will change
slightly. Oftentimes this includes the grading system, meaning teachers and schools will
constantly have to instruct parents on the new structure.
       This difficulty interacting with schools was reflected by data from the survey. Survey
respondents assessed their children’s experience at school less positively than parents in
Camden as a whole. For instance, only 15% of Somali parents strongly agreed that when they
raise concerns to their child's school, they are dealt with properly. By contrast, 60% of all type of
parents in Camden who were part of the to the OFSTED Parent View survey earlier in 2022
strongly agreed that their concerns were dealt with properly. Somali parents in our survey also
responded quite differently than the respondents of OFSTED’s Parent View questionnaire on
other questions about the schools. (Figure 31 a and b).

Figure 31a.  Somali Survey Response to Education Questions [n = 98]

Figure 31b. Camden Average Response to OFSTED Questions in 2022
[n = 435, 409, 296, 431, 409]

 

The biggest effect on the Somali students is the parents [not] understanding the new

system. There are not many Somali teachers in schools, and the lack of the parents

understanding the English language to be able to actually clearly understand what the new

system means has hindered them.
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that no neutral option was provided on the OFSTED survey.
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OFSTED (The Office for Standards in Education) is the government body in charge of inspecting schools in the UK.7



        When asked similar questions regarding their own experience as Somalis in Camden schools,
respondents aged 16-25 indicated similar feelings to their parents. Figure 32 illustrates that
while responses were not overwhelmingly negative, Somali survey responses still indicated a
much less positive experience than the Camden average. Focus groups and interviews reflected
this sentiment, with many community members explaining that Somali students get along very
well with other non-Somali students and have integrated well into the community, but have
trouble interacting with school administrators and faculty.

Figure 32.  Somali Youth Responses to Education Questions [n =66]
 

Somali parents addressed that there is lack of communication between parents and teachers in
secondary school due to language barriers. One mother in the focus group shared that:

At another point in the discussion, the same mother explained that lapses in communication
leads to many Somali children being moved to a lower learning level. One teacher reported
something similar:

Somali parents struggle if they have a language barrier and lack educational background;

they don’t know how to approach the teachers, answer the text messages [from school],

and then they don’t get to know about the child’s progress at all till parent’s evening and the

feedback they receive is shocking.

 If their parents are not aware of their homework or the other work set for these children,

then it's unlikely to be done, and that child falls behind and the school decides they’re gonna

put them in a lower set, not because they are unable or their ability has gone down, but

because there isn’t that support network around.

First generation parents found it very difficult to navigate through the school system. A lot

of teachers don't know how to treat us [second generation parents]. They don’t know how

to handle people who are born and raised here and have children. We are different from our

parent’s generation, and that is what I struggle with as teachers don’t know how to treat us.

It is hard to navigate with teachers because you are constantly battling a system…and

there is a lot of institutional racism and discrimination in the school… It is hard seeing

policies and procedures in schools that we have grown up with and seeing that there is no

change.

        The teacher went on to discuss how easy it is to exclude a student when they do not have an
advocate for them. The involvement of parents largely depends on the background of parents
and how many resources they can access. SYDRC found that stronger communication and better
understanding from teachers is essential for youth success in school (Osman & Abdillahi, 2021),
and can also strengthen the relationship between parents and schools, an issue described
earlier by the Somali teacher.
        Parents that had already gone through the UK education system expressed that the school
didn’t know how to treat them differently from the first generation of Somali parents. One
mother in our focus group shared that:

      In particular, parents, teachers, and students alike expressed in interviews and focus groups
concerns about how their teachers' perceptions and expectations of Somali students affected
the way they were treated. One teacher said:

They suffer from the concept of them being African, so black. So automatically, these kids

aren't seen as bright enough, so they are sent to a lower set, usually. They have to then work

much harder than anyone else to escape from that than someone who's white, who basically

automatically goes into a higher set.
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In another instance:

Figure 33. Somali Youth Responses to questions about School Experiences [n = 65]
 

If you expect the child to misbehave, they’re likely to misbehave. If you expect them to

behave and you set the bar to say you need to conform to this, it is remarkable how just by

changing your perception of them, everything changes, and these kids will then perform

something that you didn’t expect.

This struggle with expectations was felt widely by those we interviewed, but it was especially
prominent when discussing interactions with schools.
        Similarly, when asked to respond to another series of statements about their experiences in
Camden schools which were specifically geared toward the Somali community, responses from
Somali youth were not very positive (Figure 33 ). Only 50% of young people agreed or strongly
agreed that while in school in Camden their “teachers were understanding of [their] religion.”
and that “teachers were patient with [them].” More than 61% of respondents disagreed/strongly
disagreed with the statement “My teachers looked like me.” These data suggest that Camden
lacks Somali and black teacher representation.

         A boys focus group from Haverstock School, however, discussed Somali teacher
representation and the boys, aged 14-18, stated there was at least one Somali teacher in every
department, and that the school had some translators and were inclusive of Somali culture. This
refutes the survey data, suggesting that Somali representation likely varies across schools.
        School safety is also a concern. Only 23% of Somali parent respondents strongly agreed with
the statement “My child feels safe at school” (Figure 34). When children were asked if they felt
safe at school, 29% strongly agreed. When this is compared to the general parent population of
Camden, however, the results look even more concerning, as 75% of parents in the OFSTED
survey reported they strongly agreed that their children were safe in school. Parents in Camden
are three times more likely than Somali parent respondents to agree strongly that their child is
safe at school.

Figure 34. Perceptions of School Safety [n =98, 66, 440]
 

        Our research indicates that Camden schools may be serving Somalis better than found in
2003, but there is still a lot of progress to be made, particularly with the school biases toward
some Somali students and the expectations that teachers and other adults place upon them. The
bias Somali students face is best described by a Somali teacher. “It's like starting a race, but the
people running your race have run 200m already and you're told to go and chase them.”
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identity 
       Identity was one of the biggest topics of discussion in our interviews and focus groups. Of
the Somalis who responded to our survey, 46.4% identified as Muslim, Somali, and then British, in
that descending order, with the second and third most common identification being Somali,
British, and Muslim with 24.9% and Somali, Muslim, and British with 17.0%. Overall, 55.0% of
respondents indicated they identified first as Muslim, 41.1% as Somali, and 4.9% as British. When
looking at identity by age bracket, the data show that younger respondents identified closer
with being Muslim while the oldest age bracket identified closer with being Somali. With the
exception of the 26-35 age bracket where there is almost a perfect split between Somali and
Muslim as the first choice for identity, there is a steady increase in respondents identifying the
most with Somali as age is increased. While it is still a minority, the younger generations also had
an increase in identifying first as British.

Figure 35. Survey Responses by Age Group [n = 319]

        Other data from our survey supports this focus on religion. Our data show the Somali
community still considers religion very important, with 82.8% rating religion five out of five for
importance and 10.8% giving a four out of five. Khan and Jones (2003) similarly ascertained that
more than 90% of Somalis they surveyed in 2003 considered their religion most important. These
percentages do vary across age distributions as shown in Figure 36. Note that respondents aged
26-35 considered religion slightly less important compared to other age groups.

        This sentiment was corroborated in focus groups as well. The fathers group discussed that
with each generation, more of the Somali culture is lost. Instead, the Islamic faith is passed
down to their children rather than Somali culture, as such. As one father explained, “UK Somalis,
they’ve only adapted Islam as their religion, to be their culture and to be their religion. Only one.
But other countries, like America, have them both. They have their culture and their religion.”
Another father referenced a Somali-owned museum that was started in America and how
successful the museum was at displaying Somali history and culture. Likewise, the boys' focus
group hesitated to convey what Somali culture meant to them. When asked to write down
anything that comes to mind when they hear “Somali culture,” the only responses from all the
boys were “kind” and “good food.” In the mothers’ focus group, when discussing Somali culture
they talked about Islam, the Somali language, and Somali food. For them, teaching their kids
about these is essential. This shows the transformation of identity from Somali culture
conferred from the fathers group, and community members characterize this as one of the most
important factors in the struggle with Somali identity.

Figure 36.  Importance of religion by age 2022 [n = 314]
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        Community members also outlined the struggle Somalis face with identity in Camden. The
issue is more prevalent among the youth, with Somalis battling between being British and being
Somali. In his book British-Islamic Identity, Dr. Hoque talks about something similar that can be
observed in the third generation British-born Bangladeshi community that seem to belong to a
“ping-pong” generation as they do not feel they are completely a part of either culture. This
community feels excluded from mainstream British society due to ethno-cultural and religious
differences and many feel excluded from the Bangladeshi cultural community due to their
seemingly western lifestyle, yet are also dismissed as British when they visit Bangladesh
(Hoque, 2018).  We see a similar sentiment in our focus group participants and interviewees. A
young Somali woman acceded this observation:

       A Somali teacher best described the issue by explaining “They [Somalis] don't fit with the UK
fully, and they don't fit in the Somali community fully, so they're somewhere in between.” We can
draw parallels between the third generation British-born Bangladeshi community and the Somali
youth that we interacted with through our survey and interviews. Dr Hoque mentions in his
article Third-generation British-Bangladeshis from east London: complex identities and a
culturally responsive pedagogy, that the Bangladeshi youth are unable to fully grasp a sense of
belonging from not being able to fit in the British mainstream community and the Bangladeshi
culture in Bangladesh and we see something very similar to that happening with the Somali
youth who are lacking a feeling of belongingness due difference in cultures. Dr. Hoque attributes
the strong attachment to Muslim identity in the young Bangladeshi generation to the identity
vacuum caused by this lack of belongingness, and we think that applies to the Somali youth as
well who indicated this clearly in focus group discussions and survey responses. Similar to the
Bangladeshi youth, identifying as Muslim first enables them to identify with and fuse the many
components of their multifaceted identities: national, linguistic, ethnic, racial, social class,
cultural, religious and gendered (Hoque, 2018).
        The struggle with identity in the older generation may stem from hesitancy during their
initial integration into the Camden community. Many Somalis originally migrated to London or
sought refuge from the war in Somalia 20-30 years ago. Many Somali parents, however, did not
view the 

move as permanent at that time. Many kept the idea of moving back to Somalia in the back of
their mind and only viewed London as temporary. Hanad Mohamed explained:

Our Somali community in London, you're not English/British, you know what I mean? We’re

Somali, in our eyes and what we feel in our hearts. You’re not English here, but once you go to

Somalia because you’re born here, you're not Somali, they don’t see you as Somali. So it’s

like you’re stuck in a bit of a war, am I British or Somali. … you're a foreigner here, and then at

home in London or England, you’re also a foreigner.

When we first came to this country, our bags were packed. I don't think my parents

unpacked it because they believed the civil war was going to be a short one, there would be

a resolution, and they thought we'd be back home in three to six months. I think it took about

a year and half for my parents to realize that this is going to be their new home.

The fathers in the focus group shared a similar sentiment:

We say the suitcase is unpacked. So we always had the hope to go back home. London was a

place, the UK, just temporary for us. We hoped the civil war would only last for less than two

years. We've been peaceful, and we’ll go back and our kids will go back and we'll live happily

after.

        The struggle with identity can also be reflected in data collected about primary language as
well. When asked what language they speak the most in their home, there was a very strong
split with 54.9% of respondents indicating they speak Somali the most in their home and 44.1%
listing English. John Edwards among other researchers have found a very close linkage between
language and identity, with language strongly influencing both individual and group identity
(Edwards, 2009). The conflict with language in households could be one factor leading to the
struggle with identity. Overall, survey respondents expressed a strong ability to speak both
English and Somali. On a scale of 1-7 where seven is “very well” and one is “not at all”, the
average score was 6.4 for English and 6.1 for Somali. These are dramatic improvements from the
data collected by Khan and Jones (2003), where around half of respondents appear to give a
score of four or worse (Figure 37). 
       While the ability to speak English has dramatically improved in the Somali community in
Camden, it differs dramatically by age group. The youth indicated a perfect ability to speak
English with all 66 respondents aged 16-25 giving the highest score of seven. This score slowly
decreases as the age increases, with the group that was 56 and above giving an average score
of 3.5. Alternatively, for the ability to speak Somali, the pattern inverts, where all respondents
aged 56 and above gave the highest score and ability to Speak Somali declined by age, reaching
an average score of five for respondents aged 16-25.
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Figure 37. Ability to speak English [n = 99] (Khan & Jones, 2003)

The girls focus group voiced this challenge of maintaining the Somali language and how it is
important to their identity. One girl in our focus group shared, “One of our nicknames is [...]
the nomads, because we often travel the world and doing so we lose our language a little
bit, and I think that's one of our challenges, keeping and maintaining the mother tongue.”  

Figure 38b. Ability to speak Somali by age in 2022 [n = 313]

Figure 38a: Ability to speak English by age in 2022 [n = 313]
28

R
esults : Identity



       When comparing this map to the residency survey, the majority of youth respondents lived in
the areas where they reported feeling unsafe—Kentish Town, Camden Town, and Agar Grove.
Surprisingly, respondents generally felt safer in the Hampstead area, yet few Somali
respondents lived there.
        Youth survey respondents also felt that there was high crime in their neighborhood. More
than 50% of respondents agreed or agreed strongly with the statement “crime had increased in
the last three years.” Counterintuitively, however, 53% of youth respondents indicated that they
felt safe in their neighborhood.

Safety 
       Conversations within the community highlighted a major concern for safety. When asked
what the greatest challenge faced by the Somali community was, most interviewees and
community members pointed towards youth safety, gang violence, and knife crime. When
popular Somali journalist Abdihafid Jama was asked the question, he responded with “Knife
crime. We're losing young boys on a regular basis with knife crime. The local authorities have a
massive role to play whether it's Camden or Tower Hamlet or Ealing or whatever else it may be.”
Another response included, “Camden is very much known for this, we’ve really suffered with
youth violence. As victims and as suspects,” Yusuf Deerow, chairman of SYDRC explained. “For
me, the biggest issue would certainly be youth violence.” Our survey examined several aspects
of youth safety to assess younger respondents (ages 16-25) feelings about their community as a
whole as well as specific areas of the borough.
        Youth survey respondents were asked to list areas where they feel safe and unsafe in the
community, and this data was integrated into a frequency map (Figure 39). There were only two
areas where respondents seemed to feel overwhelmingly safe: Swiss Cottage and Finchley
Road. On the other hand there were several areas many respondents felt unsafe, including
Queens Crescent, Somers Town, Camden High Street, and Agar Grove. These patterns are
supported by qualitative data from interviews and focus groups.

Figure 39. Youth feeling of safety around Camden [n = 61 for safe areas and n = 59 for unsafe areas]

        When asked what could be done to make respondents aged 16-25 feel safer around their
neighborhood, 69.7% agreed more well-lit streets, 66.7% said more CCTV cameras, and 59.1%
supported more police presence. The boys’ focus group participants were mostly in support of
more police presence, but recognized that it was a double-edged sword. They said that more
patrols could be more suspicious to parents and discourage people in the neighborhood;
however, we see few respondents in this age group completing higher education. Of those who
took the survey, 68% completed no university education whatsoever.

Figure 40. Youth perceptions of crime in their neighborhoods [2022, n = 66]
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Figure 41. Youth comfort in contacting the police in an emergency 2022 [n = 66]

The youth also expressed differences in treatment compared with others in Camden. They
conveyed that frequently, police, authorities, teachers, and other adults would stereotype the
youth for being Somali. The boys focus group explained that there is a small gang of mostly
Somalis in Camden, but the few Somalis in this gang negatively affect perceptions of the entire
community. One boy said, “One person’s actions can bring the whole community down,” and that
the police, authorities, and other adults label the rest of the Somali community as gang members
which “poses a threat to all Somalis.” 
       In fact, one mother shared a story of an experience her child had in secondary school. She
shared that a bag of drugs was found in the school, and all of the Somali boys were gathered and
interviewed by the school police officer. All of them were under 16, yet their parents were never
notified. The mother explained that few people knew about the incident, and her son only told
her because they had a very good relationship, but most children hide negative experiences
from their parents because they do not want them to be upset. She was the only person that
went to the school to discuss the incident further. The mothers continued this discussion about
safety for their children and their concern with the way the youth are viewed. Another mother 

shared, “There is a common fear when it comes to parents about the safety of their children
when they’re at school or on the streets because of how they are being targeted as a young
Somali person.” Likewise, the boys' focus group expressed the same sentiment that people are
treated differently because they are Somali. Outside of school, they said they get treated
differently by authorities, police, and people in the streets. “We’re like a threat to them,” shared
one boy.
        This is represented in the survey data as well. While these concerns were mainly expressed
towards young Somali males, female survey respondents also outlined an issue with safety.
When survey respondents were asked whether or not they had ever been the target of crime,
harassment, and/or violence because they were Somali, 38% of males and 25% of women said
they had been targeted. When the same question was asked about being targeted for being
Muslim, males remained the same with 39%, but women increased to 43%. When considering only
women aged 16-25, this number jumps to 50%. Yusuf Deerow describes the problem with the
youth, expressing:

I think these children are struggling, they are facing challenges, they are being treated

differently than others. For multiple reasons, being Somali, being black, being Muslim, they

really have multiple negative stereotypes facing them.

        The women’s focus group aged 18-27 also discussed harassment and violence. The group
discussed things they do differently because they are women, black, and Muslim, and explained
many things they do subconsciously. “It’s triple homicide,” one woman said, in reference to
being a part of all three marginalized groups. They shared the caution they take when using the
underground train services in London. One woman explained, “The other day I saw a Somali
auntie at the train station and I was a bit closer to the line. And then she literally just pushed me
all the way back and was like ‘That’s [standing so close to the tracks] not right.” explaining that
there have been cases of Muslim women being pushed onto the tracks. Nonetheless, young
Somali women are still worried for their brothers more than themselves. One woman shared, “I
do feel safe in the area, but I’m aware that there are people who don’t feel safe–the boys
mostly.” Another disclosed, “I feel that I walk with my head held up high for that area, but I feel
like if I was a boy like my brother, he's a good kid, but I feel sometimes I fear for his safety.” The
women in the focus group all agreed that they were more concerned for the safety of the boys
than the girls in the community.  
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         Many responses also indicated a need for increased awareness of activities already
offered. Survey respondents revealed that even though services are readily available they have
difficulty finding out about how to access them. Raising more awareness through social
networks, other forms of advertisement, as well as general awareness within the Somali
community in general was a recurring theme throughout these responses. Responses also
indicated a repeated request that there be more affordable services for the Somali community,
ranging from free gym access, to affordable tutoring, and many more specific services.
         When analyzing the open-ended responses, several requests also appeared for completely
new services which could be offered by community organizations, listed in Table 2. Community
building events received more requests than any other category; this included requests for a
more visible and united Somali community, as well as more specific requests for more specific
events for the Somali community to unite around. Many respondents emphasized that the
Somali community in Camden can sometimes be invisible, at least from the outside; one
respondent even went so far as to say, “I would like this community to be well known like this is
the first time I ever heard of it.” 

Looking to the Future
       With all the data that has been presented in these previous sections there comes the
decision of what actions can be taken to better support the Somali community. Before
presenting our team's recommendations, however, we thought it would be best to present the
community’s requests. A pair of open-ended questions at the end of the survey allowed us to
accomplish this by asking what new services community members wanted to see and gave space
for any other additional comments they wished to provide. We received a total of 275
respondents for both of the questions, ranging from the practical and specific to the deeply
personal. Our team coded these responses in order to pick out the major themes as well as the
most requested activities and services. Figure 42 below displays some of the most suggested
changes that can be made to the current services in the community. 

Figure 42. Suggested changes to current services [n=275 responses]

        At the top of the collection, a large number of responses emphasized separating activities
by gender and age group. These responses primarily discussed increasing accessibility of certain
services to women and the elderly by providing them with dedicated services. This represents
an expansion for our sponsoring organization, the SYDRC, which has until recently been primarily
dedicated to providing services for Somali youth. That said, they have expressed in personal
communication that they wanted to expand their services past Somali just youth, a process
which they have already begun. There were also, however, a number of responses requesting
more youth activities. Nonprofits like the SYDRC do currently offer services for the Somali
youth, however many respondents indicated they would like to see a larger range of activities. 

Table 2.  A list of occurrences of common important themes that were provided in the responses
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them to the community in London. Numerous people discussed Somali festivals and events in the
US and expressed the desire for similar events to take place in London. In fact, every year the
Somali-American nonprofit organization Ka Joog hosts a week-long celebration in Minnesota to
commemorate Somali Independence Day (Somali Week, 2022). The festival includes music, art,
dancing, and family activities spanning one week in locations all across the Twin Cities. As one
father suggested, “Parents need to teach more about Somali culture and things like that. It has
to be from us in the beginning, and then we can be like America.” Respondents indicated that the
lack of cultural festivals and events makes it more difficult to display to the next generation
what it means to be Somali. 
        Requests for sports (21 responses) ranked second highest amongst new activities.
Respondents indicated a desire for sporting activities, many explaining that they hoped more
sports might provide youth with better alternatives to gangs and violence. Other
recommendations included offering different sports such as martial arts, swimming, tennis, and
boxing. In addition to sports, leisure activities (12 responses) such as art, cooking, and dance
classes made several appearances.
        Several responses were dedicated to requests for counseling and mental health services.
Like many communities today, the Somali community continues to grapple with the effects of
the COVID-19 and overall mental health, a subject for an entire study in itself (Osman and Isse,
2021a). Responses make it clear that those surveyed in the community felt the need for mental
health services palpably.
        Many additional comments made reference to the need for more dedicated housing
assistance and workshops. We have previously demonstrated how housing affects those
members of the Somali community we surveyed, and many were very passionate about this
issue. Additional comments about housing made repeated references to overcrowding, and
many paired this with requests for welfare assistance. This is supported by survey data
mentioned early relating to the number of Somalis living below the poverty line with more people
per house than most communities in Camden. Career advice and support also made frequent
appearances in the open ended questions. Some suggestions included having more career fairs
to expand the knowledge of possibilities for the youth, as well as more networking and career
workshops which might help adults find new opportunities in the community that may be having
difficulty finding work or career advancements.

         Activities related to Somali culture and language appeared quite often amongst responses.
Most requests of this type fell into one of three different subcategories: cultural and language
classes, culturally appropriate services, and cultural and religious events. Culturally appropriate
services and cultural and language classes tied (18 counts each) for the fourth highest counts on
the list. Many young respondents expressed a desire for more widely available classes to learn
the Somali language and more about Somali culture and heritage; conversely, many older
respondents requested English language courses. 
        Culturally appropriate services were another key theme. Responses suggested that the
older generation wanted to see more culturally accessible services to be offered to them; in
addition, women also requested a large number of culturally accessible services. Of the 20
responses received in this category, nearly half of those responses requested women's only
gyms and fitness. Women's only gyms and fitness programs options are important to making
those services accessible to the Muslim community. Whenever men are present, Muslim women
are required to wear headcoverings, which can make exercising uncomfortable and
cumbersome; so, in order to work out, many Muslim women seek out women’s only gyms, where
they can comfortably remove headcoverings to exercise. While discussing the need for women’s
only pools, Maryan, a community representative and staff member at SYDRC, explained it this
way:

The availability of fitness and leisure facilities has been a recurring theme in focus groups and
interviews, making clear the need for more accessible exercise facilities. Another community
member shared a similar concern when asked what additional activities they would like offered
to the community, saying “[I want to see] more services that are culturally appropriate for
women and girls. Mainstream services have women-only gyms but then you have a guy working
there because of lack of staff.” Culturally appropriate services are important for making
community members feel more comfortable and increase participation.
        The last of the three cultural categories included requests for cultural and religious events,
like heritage festivals and Holiday celebrations, for the community. While there were fewer
responses in this section than the other two cultural activities, this category is closely related
to the community building requests discussed earlier. Many of those asking for culture events
indicated that they felt the need to strengthen ties within the Somali community. Throughout
interviews and informal conversations with Somalis around Camden, community members
continuously referenced admiration for the Somali population in Minneapolis, USA and compared 

Sometimes there's women only, but the lifeguard is a male. If it's one male, I still cannot

access it because it has to be exclusively women, even the staff has to be women for me to

access that. So it's the lack of culturally competent services that is holding them back.
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         Overall, the open-ended section's most frequent request was building a better sense of
community. During one of our interviews Hanad Mohamed said:

This directly relates to some responses in the responses that advocate for increased awareness
in the Somali community. There were a number of responses that fell into the category of the
community being invisible and needing to raise awareness of the community both socially and
culturally. Rather than the current state of the Somali community, Hanad Mohamed hoped that
creating better relationships between community members will help raise the social, cultural,
and political status of the community.

The Somali community needs to mobilize a lot more. And why I say that is every community

will only be taken seriously if they are able to lobby. And I think the Somali community’s

lobbying power is not strong at all, and I think that's an important piece that's missing. How

do you hold politicians accountable? How do you hold people like myself and local authorities

accountable? How are we delivering on the promises we made? And I think the Somali

community needs to mobilize a lot more to do that.
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and young Somalis of both sexes need career advice which will help them to gain experience
and acquire employment, regardless of whether they are s
       When talking to community members many raised the concern with Somali culture slowly
depleting through the generations. Multiple respondents have indicated that they wish for
more classes that would help youth and others interested to learn more about Somali culture,
the Islamic religion, Somali, Arabic, and English languages. Cultural events were also frequently
requested, with respondents repeatedly recommending more cultural, Eid, and Ramadan events
to be conducted in the community. These cultural events and services would be essential to the
Somali community and should be the main focus for developing future programs. 
        Having demonstrated clear areas of need for the Somali community, and recorded
analytically the challenges they face living in Camden, the next step needed to develop policies,
programs and services specifically for the Somali community is to use these data to advocate
for more aid from the local council and private donors. This money could be used to fund more
programs like those described above, or for future research projects. Presenting this data to
donors as evidence for areas where the Somali community needs more focused support is the
clearest way to developing better programs to ensure educational inclusivity, access to
healthcare, stable employment, and other important areas of concern indicated by our
research.
       In virtually every interview and focus group we conducted, when we asked Somali
community-members about their primary concerns, we heard the same answer: “We are
worried about our boys.” We dedicate some time to this topic, however, there remains further
research to be conducted into Somali youth safety. The portion of our survey which asked
questions about youth safety only received 66 responses, all between the ages of 16 and 25,
far from a representative sample. To do justice to this topic, a thorough survey must be
conducted of Somali youth, specifically young boys, both in the 16-25 range and those younger
than 16. Researchers need to identify why young boys are often pushed into harmful
situations, and what steps can be taken by organizations and local governments to ensure
they feel safe.
        The exact number of Somalis living in the UK remains a mystery to researchers,
government officials, and social workers alike. Information like this could be important to
understanding where Somali populations congregate and how much aid they require. The
simplest way to elaborate on this information is, in the next UK census (currently slated for
2031) to allow respondents to specify “Somali” under ethnicity. Similar changes have been
made for other ethnic groups living in the UK. Notably, the ethnicity question allows
respondents to indicate Pakistani, Indian, Bangladeshi, and Roma heritage, among other 

        The Somali community in Camden is a resilient community that has faced many
challenges over the years and has not only battled through the hard times but is moving
towards a bright and optimistic future. The main goal of our project was to create a
contemporary profile of the Somali community in Camden. This was accomplished by
collecting quantitative data through our comprehensive survey, garnering 343 responses,
and also by gathering qualitative data through interviews and focus groups with more than
36 members of the community. We initially explored health, housing, employment, and
education as the focuses of our research; however, through our fieldwork, we found that
Somali identity and youth safety were also worth exploring, as they play a major role in
shaping what the Somali community is today. 
       In the education section we found visible differences in the perspective between Somali
and other Camden parents and students about the Camden schooling system, and there are
still some people affected by systemic racism, ethnic profiling and exclusion in school.
Nonetheless, Somali respondents were highly educated and indicated higher levels of
university completion than the Camden average. In contrast to earlier studies, we found that
our respondents’ perspectives towards healthcare in the UK is positive, and previously
noted issues like language barriers were no longer prioritized, with most of our respondents
indicating they did not feel discouraged going to the GP. We also found that none of the
respondents owned their own home, and households had more people in their residencies
than the rest of Camden. Furthermore, the majority of our respondents had an annual
household income less than that of the Median Camden Household income and the UK
Poverty Line. From both our survey and interviews we saw that religion is important to
Somali youth as it is to Somalis across all generations we surveyed and is very important to
the Somali identity. Interviewees noted there is a lack of role models in the community, but
many young people seemed to aim high to become the role models their childhood lacked.
The challenge most talked about throughout the course of our project was youth safety and
the involvement of young Somali boys in knife crime and gang violence. We also found out
that there is a lack of representation of Somalis in the local governments and there can be
more done by the council to help them out. In addition to exploring these issues in future
surveys, we make the following recommendations:
       Offering more specific services for the Somali community could help to address many of the
needs found in our research. In particular, Somali men need opportunities for mentorship,
educational assistance, and edification to build self-confidence and keep them away from
street gangs; gyms, sports and fitness activities for women need to become more robust;
ent down the path of University education or apprenticeship and vocational training.

34

C
onclusion and R

ecom
entations



groups. Advocating for a Somali option on the next census after choosing Black/Black
British/African would be a simple change that could provide a wealth of new understanding
about this community.
        During the course of our research we encountered distinct differences between the
perspectives of Somali men and Somali women on several occasions. Many of these are
illustrated in our report, with regards to identity, language ability, education level, and other
areas of interest. Overall, the consensus amongst those we interviewed was that Somali men
have more trouble integrating into London society than women. We found no indication that
male respondents performed worse than their female counterparts; however, there were
several indicators that, when it comes to achievement in London society, Somali men needed
a little more pushing than women. Our survey did not go in depth into any questions related
directly to investigate this, but further studies could dive into similarities and differences
between Somali men and women in their outlooks on the community and its future.
        Our survey was limited by being written in English and conducted online through a Google
Form, making it more challenging to reach the older generation that may not be as
experienced using technology and speaking English. In an attempt to mitigate this limitation,
SYDRC staff members walked some elderly community members through the survey asking
each question in Somali and recording their answers themselves, however this still left us
with fewer responses from older age groups than others. Another limitation of our research
was that there were sensitive topics like knife crime and gang violence that we realized were
important but were unable to delve deeply in our interviews and focus groups.
       Our project contributes to our understanding of the challenges and accomplishments of
the Somali community. Somali people in Camden have opened up to us in hopes that there will
be actions taken in response to the needs they expressed. We hope our data and our ability
to share the perspectives of the Somali people can be used to help local governments and
community based organizations develop programs tailored to the needs of the community.
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