'We can't take any more people' 
Slough has always welcomed immigrants, but as the population rises, its foreign workforce says: enough is enough. 
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A tall, gaunt figure, dressed in anorak and woollen hat, is hovering forlornly in the car park tucked behind Slough's High Street. His name is Marek Kowlski, from the Polish city of Torun, and he has nowhere to go. He is pale and haunted-looking and hasn't eaten for two days, so he stands, shoulders stooped, begging for change, although what he really needs is a job and a roof over his head. 
"My mother sent me to England to find work," says Kowlski, 30, quietly and in perfect English. "I've been here since 2003, when I found employment in the building trade, and I met a girl and got married. But I was laid off and my relationship and everything else in my life fell apart." 
Kowlski, a baker by trade, is now homeless – at night he curls up in his sleeping bag in the stairwell of some flats, until he's moved on by the residents and has to find another draughty corridor in which to bed down. His wife, an immigrant from South Africa, has custody of their two children, aged three and six, whom he rarely sees, because he has nowhere to bring them. "I tried to claim benefits, but I have no fixed address and there's no record of me on the system as having paid tax – although one of my employers gave me pay slips that showed I was taxed at source. It turns out he was just cheating me," he says, too weary for anger. "I survive on whatever I can find to eat in bins, and every week I see more and more immigrants turning up looking for jobs that don't exist. Someone has to tell them to stop coming." 
It's a sentiment that echoes throughout this soulless industrial town in Berkshire, just outside the M25 near Heathrow. Come to Slough, goes the current one-liner, Everyone Else Has. The town, which boasts the largest industrial estate in Europe, has been a magnet for migrants since the 1940s, a willing workforce embraced with open arms. But these days the seemingly unstoppable wave of new arrivals is met with an increasingly hostile reception. 
"Enough is enough," says Ronald Jones, 88, a retired buyer for a plastics company. "I've lived in Slough for 40 years and I hardly recognise the place. The High Street is full of shops run by other nationalities who don't speak our language. I'm not a racist, it's just the numbers of new people coming here are making me feel like a stranger in my own town." 
The town, which Sir John Betjeman immortalised with the opening gambit: "Come, friendly bombs, and fall on Slough", is now better known as the setting for The Office and the birthplace of comedian Jimmy Carr: "I grew up in Slough in the 1970s. If you want to know what Slough was like in the 1970s, go there now." 
Immigration is an uncomfortable subject for all major political parties, but one that swaths of the electorate feel very strongly about. Wednesday night's BBC documentary, The Day the Immigrants Left, presented by Evan Davis, put the Cambridgeshire town of Wisbech under the microscope, amid claims that migrants are taking jobs away from locals. 
Slough, too, has hit the headlines in recent days, ostensibly because of a row over central government funding – not usually an incendiary topic, but the town's demographics make it a highly sensitive issue. 
The borough bears the distinction of being the most ethnically diverse area in Britain outside of London, with the UK's largest Sikh population (9.1 per cent) and sizeable Muslim (13.4 per cent) and Hindu (4.5 per cent) minorities. After the Second World War, a number of Poles who were either refugees or from the armed forces stayed on and have attracted their countrymen ever since. 
It is to Slough's credit that for decades these communities have co-existed happily: just follow the street signs for the Jamia Masjid and Islamic Centre, the Ramgarhia Sikh Gurdwara, the Hindu Temple and the Polish Divine Mercy Church to see diversity at grass-roots level. The mood is changing, however. The expansion of the European Union in 2004 has had a huge impact on Slough, and while the recession has led to a slow-down, the numbers of migrants settling here has meant that health care, education and the local economy are coming under almost intolerable strain. 
According to Ruth Bagley, chief executive of Slough's Labour-run borough council, the problem isn't immigration per se, but one of funding. "Our government grant is based on a population of 117,000, but according to new Office of National Statistics methodology, it's 126,000," says Bagley. "It isn't the individual migrants who are the problem, it's the funding gap that puts pressure on resources. We want to provide good local services, but we need the money to deliver them." 
Yet a growing number of residents regard the official attitude as disingenuous, and it's something of an irony that many whose families were once welcomed from overseas are now calling for a halt on immigration. No one disputes that the newcomers mop up low-paid jobs that British workers won't do, but as many of them send the bulk of their wages back home, they are perceived as doing little to boost the local economy. 
Shafait Hussain, 34, came to Britain from Pakistan as a baby. Now a father of two, he works at Heathrow. It's realism, rather than racism, that motivates him. "Slough is very, very full; new arrivals in Britain should be sent to the North," he says. "There are so many people here now that I can't even get an appointment with my GP. The children will get seen, but I am expected to turn up every morning and hope I can get treatment." 
The story is the same across Slough: a mother with three pre-school children bemoans the fact that she lost her job in the hotel trade because she was undercut by Eastern Europeans willing to "work all hours for a pittance that no British person would take". 
She worries about whether there will be places at the nearby primary school for her children, an understandable concern since the council admits that by 2011 the borough will be four primary schools short. In one school it was revealed that 22 different languages were spoken in just one class. 
Patricia Thorpe, 65, a former hairdresser, admits: "I've turned into a racist. I look around me and I can barely hear English being spoken, and there are intimidating groups of foreign youths hanging around, so the atmosphere is quite threatening. We're overrun and I'm afraid to go out at night." 
Politicians can quibble endlessly about per capita funding, but take a walk through the town's residential areas and the nature of the problem becomes shockingly clear. For here, in the back gardens of the redbrick terraces, stands Slough's secret shame; a shanty town of makeshift housing, widely referred to as Beds with Sheds, wired and plumbed and illegally rented out to desperate newcomers. 
When Cruz Lobo, 64, a council street-sweeper originally from Goa, arrived in Slough in 2007, he had no choice but to sleep in one of these dismal dormitories, which are carefully constructed to comply with building regulations – although their use thereafter is seldom policed. 
"When I came to Slough, I lived in a garage with 11 other people," says Lobo, the ebullient former merchant seaman's ready smile and infectious laugh jarringly at odds with his experience as a member of Slough's underclass. "It was really terrible and overcrowded, so now I have a place outside town. I can't afford a room of my own, so I share one, but even that costs me £180 a month, which is a lot when I only earn £5.80 an hour.". 
Lobo sends money home to his wife and four children in Portugal every month. "It's not easy here, but I know there are a lot of people worse off then me, so I'm grateful." 
Slough is a safe Labour seat: the incumbent MP, Fiona Mactaggart, makes no mention of immigration on her chatty website, although she does acknowledge pockets of poverty in the area. But a feeling that conventional party politics wasn't addressing Slough's particular needs has led to the establishment of The Slough Party, essentially a pressure group headed by Paul Janik, 63, a computer programmer-turned campaigner. 
"Normal local people aren't being given a say in matters that affect them," says Janik. "No one's listening to what the public are saying across a range of issues: housing, council tax and immigration. The official statistics are nonsense; the population of Slough has risen by upwards of 30,000 and all of us, from every ethnic background, feel the same: we can't take any more people." 
Along the street, at the Open Air Mission stand, preacher John Rodger, 65, proudly reveals evangelical leaflets in 29 languages, including Punjabi, Arabic, Czech and Magyar, but there's little interest. "Slough is one of the hardest areas to reach," he says. "It has lost all sense of community. There are so many people from so many backgrounds, and when I look around I can see I'm part of a minority, but the answer is God. Always God." 
Rajiv Kapoor, who owns a newsagent's, would disagree. The 51-year-old, who came with his family from India when he was 16, believes the solution to Slough's woes is more complex. "If a Polish person will do a job for £5 and work every hour of the day, why would any employer pay £7 to a British person?" he says. "There aren't enough checks and balances in force at national level to control immigration. This isn't just Slough's problem, it's nationwide, and politicians urgently need to take note of what's happening here." 
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Task: Case Study
1) Using an atlas locate Slough & draw a simple map showing where it is.
2) Slough is one of the most ethnically diverse places in England.  Explain what this means and suggest reasons for it.
3) What problems are immigrants facing?
4) Why are local residents of Slough becoming resistant to immigration?
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