
‘I was a stranger and you welcomed me’. (St. Matthew 25:35) 
 

On January 1st this year, I – along with many others – was rejoicing that the 
restrictions that had hitherto applied to Bulgarian and Romanian nationals 
wishing to work in the UK had been lifted, and that citizens of these wonderful 
countries could now be easily welcomed to live and work in our midst. 
 
It was not long, however, before it became evident that the UK Government was 
not rejoicing, and that the Department of Work and Pensions (DWP) would 
certainly not be acting in accordance with the profound text from the Hebrew 
scriptures: ‘the stranger who sojourns with you shall be to you as the native 
among you, and you shall love him as yourself ‘. (Leviticus 19:34). 
 
To the contrary, a decision had been made ‘to move all NINo (National Insurance 
Number) interviews for north and central Wales to an existing team in Welshpool’ 
(DWP correspondence) and by the beginning of May, such interviews were no 
longer available at the Job Centre in Caernarfon, a place easily accessible for 
many workers in north west Wales.  Other north Wales EU workers would have 
to travel to Liverpool. 
 
One cannot be oblivious, of course, to the fact that this token gesture by the 
DWP, with the inconvenience that it still produces, was implemented less than six 
months after citizens of the two EU countries of Bulgaria and Romania had been 
given easier access to work in the UK. 
 
A Government website, claiming to have been updated on 2nd June 2014, six 
months and one day after January 1st, was stating the following: ‘if you are from 
Bulgaria or Romania, you will usually need permission before you start work in 
the UK’ , and it was only after one local company contacted the Government 
directly that they discovered that all they needed from their prospective 
Bulgarian employee was a passport (an ID card in fact suffices). 
 
It has been a tremendous privilege and blessing for me during the past year to 
continue to try and provide some support for new Bulgarian and Romanian 
arrivals in this part of Wales and I can pay only the highest tribute to Coleg 
Meirion-Dwyfor for the superb work they do locally in providing ESOL classes 
(English for speakers of other languages), to NWREN (North Wales Regional 
Equality Network) and NWAMI (North Wales Association of Multi-cultural 
Integration) for their excellent work. It is always a joy and honour to co-operate 
with them. 
 
My engagement with Bulgarian and Romanian workers has shown just how 
awkward DWP’s unpleasant decision has been for EU citizens needing an 
interview for their National Insurance Number.  Appointments that have been 



given to applicants have not taken into account that getting to Welshpool and 
back from certain destinations, and attendance at an interview, can take most of 
a day for applicants depending on public transport, as almost all of them do.  
 
In June, two workers were stranded in Porthmadog, their train from Welshpool 
arriving later than the last bus from Porthmadog to the village where they were 
working. Fortunately, I was in a position to give them a lift.   
 
DWP persists in allocating appointments at times that are logistically impossible 
or highly inconvenient for applicants for National Insurance numbers, and – 
contrary to their claim made in correspondence with an elected politician’s office 
that they can provide an interview at 24 hours’ notice – the reality is that they 
can keep applicants waiting for weeks.  
 
A few weeks ago, a Romanian worker was allocated an interview that clearly 
disregarded the public transport options available to him. Far from being offered 
an interview within twenty four hours, he was eventually allocated an 
appointment fourteen days later. To ensure that he reaches the Welshpool office 
in time, this involves a 6.24 outward train journey and a return by 17.32  – 
eleven hours, eight minutes. 
 

Not surprisingly, DWP seems vaguely embarrassed by their hostile change in 
arrangements – the centralisation of interviews in Welshpool and Liverpool – two 
locations that are hardly ‘central’ to north and mid Wales!. Thus, on the one 
hand, they claim that it was difficult, ‘to provide the staffing and expertise for 
such low numbers, especially in a small Job Centre’.  This is a most disingenuous 
statement.  The so-called expertise required is negligible as I know from having 
accompanied an applicant.  Applicants are asked questions such as their name 
and address.   
 

To an elected politician, however, DWP asserts that ‘they are very understanding 
of the difficulties, particularly of working clients and have a field officer who will 
come out to local job centres’.  In reality, however, they will not do so unless 
there are ten applicants. 
 

Having used the ‘’low numbers’ of applicants as a pretext to terminate 
interviewing at a local Job Centre, they then use low numbers as a reason not to 
send a field officer.  The fact remains that these difficulties did not exist for EU 
workers until shortly after the restrictions on Bulgarians and Romanians had 
been removed.  Accordingly, it is difficult for the Government to maintain that 
this was not an anti-Bulgarian and anti-Romanian move, as it was not enacted 
until after January 1st. 
 

However, this mean Government gesture is as nothing compared to what the 
new immigrant workers can almost daily expect to hear from innumerable 
politicians and in the press.  When anti-Romanian and anti-Bulgarian language 



became increasingly explicit, the main political parties could have united 
promptly in opposing the hostile rhetoric and in affirming strongly that such 
rhetoric is not acceptable in the UK. The main UK political parties failed to do so. 
Language is now used concerning immigrants that was not acceptable in the UK 
some years ago, when talk of places being ‘swamped by immigrants’  and there 
being ‘floods of immigrants’ would have been considered alien to our values and 
totally unacceptable.  
 
Maybe the temptation of the cheap and easy votes that being ‘tough on 
immigration’  brings, has been too great a temptation for the big political parties. 
The reality, however, is that such votes are not at all cheap.  The main parties 
individually and collectively have, by their ‘tough on immigration’  language, 
tapped into very basic negative, primitive, human emotions – such as antipathy 
and even hostility to the ‘other’.  We can surely not fail to be aware of how 
dangerous this is and where it can lead.  It certainly does not make us more 
civilised people, and its negative outcome in hostility and demeaning language is 
already too high a price to pay for these cheap votes. 
 
In spite of this increasingly unedifying rhetoric by the main political parties, each 
of them seeming to compete with each other on how tough they can be on 
immigration, Welsh politicians have thankfully a superb reputation for refraining 
from anti-immigration language. It is with gratitude and appreciation that I am 
able to say that over many years, all Welsh politicians of the four main parties in 
Wales with whom I have raised problems encountered by asylum seekers or 
immigrants have always been helpful as have been their staff, and have been 
sympathetic to the difficulties encountered by refugees, asylum seekers and 
other immigrants. Wales has cause to be proud of these politicians who have 
been exemplary in showing understanding and compassion. 
 

Who are these Bulgarians and Romanians? Many of them are devout people of 
deep faith – many being Orthodox Christians and some from Muslim minorities of 
their homeland.  Amongst them are people who pray, people for whom God is a 
reality in their lives and hearts, and one sometimes wonders whether it is the 
presence of such devout people in our midst that makes UK society feel so ill at 
ease with Bulgarian and Romanian nationals in the UK.  Can it be that this is how 
the UK political parties have been able to adopt their ‘tough on immigration’ 
rhetoric? After all, not ‘doing God’  is an unswerving principle in certain areas of 
political life. Is the UK actually capable of rejoicing that so many devout people 
are arriving in our communities? 
 

What else do we know about these Bulgarian and Romanian immigrants? We 
know that they are from countries that have experienced the collapse of 
Communism. The western world wanted this to happen, and rejoiced when it did 
happen. But Communism is not just an ideology – however misguided many of 
us may consider it to be with regard to faith -  it is also an economic system 



which at least aspires to provide full employment, and which often succeeded in 
providing significant employment even in remote areas of the Balkans.  
 
During a recent visit to Bulgaria, I undertook two ten-hour train journeys. Next 
to almost every railway station were a goods-yard and a factory. Most of these 
factories were closed – many, vandalised. In fact, I noticed only one that could 
be seen to be still operational. There are areas of Bulgaria and Romania where 
there is no employment, and the impact of unemployment on an area is 
devastating, as I know from having lived in Blaenau Ffestiniog for over thirty 
years.  
 

Yet, in spite of the West having wanted the collapse of Communism, the UK 
seems surprised, unsympathetic and even resentful that this has produced  
predictable outcomes – namely massive unemployment in Bulgaria and Romania, 
and as a consequence, fellow-Europeans seeking work in the UK. These are 
conscientious workers, not ‘benefit tourists’. They are often well-educated 
professionals, often working in menial and even demeaning jobs in the UK, whilst 
others work in demanding jobs that are unattractive to local people. 
 

The Old and New Testaments contain powerful texts regarding immigrants.  The 
story that follows the Birth of the Lord Jesus Christ is of St. Joseph being told by 
an angel in a dream, ‘rise, take the child and his mother and flee to Egypt and 
remain there until I tell you’ (St Matthew 2:13). Thus, the Lord Jesus Christ’s 
earliest recorded experience is that of being an immigrant.  When He speaks of 
our eternal destiny, it is therefore no irony or surprise that the Lord includes as a 
criterion our individual answers to the question of whether we have ministered to 
‘the stranger’.  It is in ministering to the stranger, clothing the naked, providing 
for the thirsty and hungry, visiting the sick and imprisoned, that we are given the 
opportunity to encounter and serve Christ himself.  Nothing could be further 
removed from the ‘tough on immigration’  language prevalent in the UK. 
 

Men and women of good will living in north-west Wales – Christians and others – 
have good cause to rejoice that excellent relations exist between the local 
population and immigrants, not least Romanian and Bulgarian immigrants.  
 

As we celebrate Christmas, let us not forget that we celebrate the birth of Him 
who was homeless and was treated as a stranger in our midst – one whose first 
experiences in life included being an immigrant. 
 

We would do well to remind ourselves – not least at Christmas – of one of the 
most challenging and enabling calls of the New Testament: ‘do not neglect to 
show hospitality to strangers, for thereby some have entertained angels 
unawares.’ (Hebrews 13:2).   
 

I wish you all a blessed Christmas. 
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Biblical guidance regarding welcoming strangers. 
 
Do not mistreat or oppress a foreigner.  Exodus 22:21 
 

You shall not oppress a stranger; you know the heart of a stranger, for you were 
strangers in the land of Egypt.  Exodus 23:9 
 
When a stranger sojourns with you in your land, you shall not do him wrong. 
Leviticus 19:33 
 
The stranger who sojourns with you shall be to you as the native among you, 
and you shall love him as yourself.  Leviticus 19:34 
 
For the LORD your God is God of gods and Lord of lords, the great God, mighty 
and awesome, who shows no partiality and accepts no bribes.  He defends the 
cause of the fatherless and the widow, and loves the foreigner residing among 
you, giving them food and clothing.  And you are to love those who are 
foreigners.   Deuteronomy 10:17-19 
 
‘Why have I found such favour in your eyes that you notice me - a foreigner?’ 
Ruth 2:10 
 
Do not neglect to show hospitality to strangers, for thereby some have 
entertained angels unawares.   Hebrews 13:2 
 
Beloved, it is a loyal thing you do when you render any service to the brethren, 
especially to strangers.   3 John 1:5 
 

 Words of the Lord Jesus Christ:  
‘When the Son of Man comes in his glory, and all the angels with him, then he 
will sit on the throne of his glory. All the nations will be gathered before him, and 
he will separate people one from another as a shepherd separates the sheep 
from the goats, and he will put the sheep at his right hand and the goats at the 
left. Then the king will say to those at his right hand, “Come, you that are 
blessed by my Father, inherit the kingdom prepared for you from the foundation 
of the world; for I was hungry and you gave me food, I was thirsty and you gave 
me something to drink, I was a stranger and you welcomed me, I was naked and 
you gave me clothing, I was sick and you took care of me, I was in prison and 
you visited me.” Then the righteous will answer him, “Lord, when was it that we 



saw you hungry and gave you food, or thirsty and gave you something to drink? 
And when was it that we saw you a stranger and welcomed you, or naked and 
gave you clothing? And when was it that we saw you sick or in prison and visited 
you?” And the king will answer them, “Truly I tell you, just as you did it to one of 
the least of these my brothers, you did it to me.” (St Matthew 25:31-40) 


