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Britain’s Tories lay out 
counter-extremism strategy
New strategy will also target active
opposition to ‘fundamental British values’

London

B 

ritain’s governing Con-
servative Party has an-
nounced a wide-ranging 
strategy to counter the 
influence of Islamist ex-

tremists in the country, amid grow-
ing concerns that public institutions 
have been infiltrated by terrorism 
sympathisers and a series of high-
profile embarrassments in which 
British citizens have been involved 
in violence overseas.

In contrast with previous strate-
gies that have been heavily focused 
on preventing violent extremist 
activity, the new strategy will also 
target “non-violent extremism”, de-
fined as “the vocal or active opposi-
tion to fundamental British values, 
including democracy, the rule of 
law, individual liberty and the mu-
tual respect and tolerance of differ-
ent faiths and beliefs”.

The announced strategy is the 
culmination of an approach first 
articulated by British Prime Min-
ister David Cameron in a key-note 
speech at the Munich Security Con-
ference in February 2011, in which 
he flagged “Islamist extremism” 
as being an ideology that includes 
“those who back terrorism” as well 
as “people who may reject violence 
but who accept various parts of the 
extremist world view including real 
hostility towards Western democ-
racy and liberal values.”

Concern about Islamists being 
antithetical to British society has 
grown in the wake of a number of 
scandals in which radicals within 
Britain have been accused of pro-
moting extremism and infiltrating 
public institutions. The most prom-
inent of these, the so-called Trojan 
horse plot, involved Islamists plan-

ning to take over the governing 
bodies of schools in Birmingham 
to promote an extremist agenda. A 
government enquiry into the plot 
concluded there was “a common 
ideological stance among key linked 
individuals and the implementation 
of conservative religious practices 
in the schools where these individ-
uals have influence”.

More recently, the high-profile 
killer of foreign hostages for the 
Islamic State (ISIS) terror group, 
formerly known as “Jihadi John”, 
was revealed to be British resident 
Mohammed Emwazi, who stud-
ied computer programming at the 
University of Westminster. Former 
students at the university have said 
they believe he may have been radi-
calised while studying there.

Despite the public outcry fol-
lowing the unmasking of Emwazi 
and his links to Britain, politicians 
appear unaware of the affiliations 
of those presenting themselves as 
legitimate representatives of Mus-
lim communities. In March it was 
revealed that Members of Parlia-
ment and senior Conservative Party 
member Baroness Warsi, one of 
the most high-profile Muslims in 
Britain, attended an event hosted 
in parliament by Islamist extremist 
Azad Ali.

Ali wrote on his blog in 2008 that 
terrorist Anwar Awlaki was “one of 
my favourite speakers and schol-

ars”. Awlaki was killed by a US 
drone strike in 2011 and described 
by US President Barack Obama as 
“the chief of external operations for 
AQAP (Al-Qaeda in the Arabian Pen-
insula)”. Ali was a former chairman 
of the now-dissolved Muslim Safety 
Forum, which met regularly as of-
ficial liaisons with London’s Met-
ropolitan Police to discuss issues 
concerning the Muslim community.

In a bid to prevent the infiltra-
tion of official bodies by extremist 
individuals, Britain’s Home Sec-
retary Theresa May has set up The 
Extremism Analysis Unit, which 
will “set out clearly for the first 
time which individuals and organi-
sations the government and public 
sector should engage and should 
not engage.”

The moves to better understand 
the phenomena of extremism and 
protect public institutions from it, 
known as “entryism”, the conscious 
infiltration of organisations by oth-
er groups in order to expand their 
influence, have been welcomed by 
some experts.

Hannah Stuart, a research fellow 
at The Henry Jackson Society think-
tank, welcomed the establishment 
of The Extremism Analysis Unit, 
pointing out that the government 
has unwittingly funded debates in 
which extremist Islamist groups 
such as Hizb ut-Tahrir, have par-
ticipated. Both Conservative and 
Labour governments have sought to 
ban Hizb ut-Tahrir.

“Recently, a front group for Hizb 
ut-Tahrir spoke in front of the Ed-
ucation Select Committee about 
sexual relationship education. 
They put on a different name and 
hide their affiliations and the gov-
ernment doesn’t see it … So I think 
it’s very good that they need to un-
derstand the phenomena and the 
groups and the individuals much 
more,” she said.

Other individuals active in Mus-
lim communities in Britain, howev-
er, have expressed concerns about 
the new approach. Alyas Karmani, 
an imam, community activist and 
elected member of Bradford City 
Council, sees the new strategy as 
creating a “quasi-legal” process 
whereby the government becomes 
the arbiter of which groups are ac-
ceptable.

“We’ve got legislation about the 
prescription of groups that are 
deemed to promote terrorism … 
Why do you need to make a quasi-
legislation … deeming them (non-
terrorist organisations) to be an 
unacceptable organisation? Really 
it’s McCarthyite, really it’s Orwelli-
an and McCarthyite in its very es-

sence,” he said. Karmani said he had 
been branded a non-violent extrem-
ist under the strategy.

“I’m one of those people that 
are legal but unacceptable … even 
though I’m an elected member, I’ve 
voted as a councilman here in Brad-
ford, even though I’m one of the 
loudest voices against sexual vio-
lence in the country,” he said.

British newspaper the Telegraph 
recently reported Karmani’s coun-
ter-radicalisation group, Street 
UK, had links with hardline Islam-
ist clerics that condemn democ-
racy as un-Islamic. Street UK had 
its government grant cancelled in 
2011 for financing the publication 
of a booklet by Islamist group Salafi 
 Manhaj.
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Egypt and Russia deepen relations
Washington

P
olitical currents 
unleashed by the “Arab 
spring” four years ago 
have roiled across the 
Maghreb and Middle 
East, upending stability 

and longstanding politics.
Since the overthrow in July 2013 

of Egypt’s Muslim Brotherhood 
government of President Muham-
mad Morsi, its successor, that of 
President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi, 
has been politically ostracised 
for instigating the coup. The Sisi 
administration has subsequently 
been seeking political allies and 
has found one in Russian President 
Vladimir Putin, who is reviving 
one of the older 20th-century 
traditional Middle Eastern political 
relationships.

Egypt’s rapprochement with 
Russia, which included a Putin 
visit to Egypt in February, is occur-
ring against the background of its 
increasingly problematic relation-
ship with Washington.

Egyptian-Russian relations date 
to the 16th century, when Russia 

began supporting Orthodox Chris-
tian interests in Egypt, while for 
much of the Cold War Egypt was a 
major Soviet ally.

Military cooperation, which 
began in 1955 when Egypt became 
the first Arab nation to buy Soviet 
weapons, is increasing between 
the two states. Egypt remains one 
of Russia’s largest arms importers. 
Since November 2013, the two have 
signed $3.5 billion in contracts for 
MiG-29s, Mi-35M attack helicop-
ters, a K-300P Bastion-P mobile 
coastal missile system, firearms 
and ammunition. After Putin’s 
visit, MiG Russian Aircraft Corpora-
tion head Sergei Korotkov said his 
firm was ready to supply advanced 
MiG-35 fighters, should Egypt 
request them.

The February official visit by 
Putin included a delegation featur-
ing energy, economics, agriculture, 
nuclear and space development 
industrial experts. Putin last previ-
ously visited Egypt a decade ago. 
Sisi visited Russia twice in 2014, 
first as Egyptian defence minister, 
then as president.

Putin signed a number of 
economic agreements to deepen 
bilateral cooperation in trade, 
energy, security and tourism. Most 
notably, Egypt agreed to establish 
a free-trade zone with the Eurasian 
Economic Union, joining Belarus, 
Kazakhstan, Armenia, and Kyr-
gyzstan in Putin’s project, intended 
as a counterweight to the European 
Union.

In 2014 bilateral Russian-Egyp-
tian trade surpassed $4.5 billion, an 

80% increase compared to 2013.
Putin also offered the Egyptians 

Russian assistance in building the 
country’s first nuclear power plant. 
Not surprisingly, Sisi said at a news 
conference following his meet-
ings with Putin, “We see in Russia 
a strategic friend and a real asset 
to balanced foreign relations for 
Egypt.”

During Putin’s visit the countries 
also agreed to intensify efforts to 
settle the Israeli-Palestinian and 
Syrian conflicts as well as coor-
dinate their efforts in combating 
terrorism.

On February 26th, Egyptian For-
eign Minister Sameh Shoukry, lead-
ing an Organisation of the Islamic 
Conference (OIC) delegation, met 
Russian Foreign Minister Sergei 
Lavrov in Moscow to discuss OIC 
collaboration with Russia against 
the Islamic State (ISIS). 

Egyptian Foreign Ministry 
spokesman Badr Abdel Atti said 
the pair also discussed Libya and 
its “effect on international peace 
and security” and considered how 
to support the “legitimate govern-
ment in Libya and empower it to 
combat terrorism” while encourag-
ing political dialogue between all 
parties.

Trade relations in light of 
Western sanctions have become 
increasingly important to Rus-
sia after it imposed sanctions of 
its own against European and US 
foodstuffs. Egypt and Russia are 
very compatible in agricultural 
capabilities. Egypt enjoys year-
round good weather allowing 
multiple harvests, particularly fruit 
and vegetables, which can meet 
the seasonal needs of the Russian 
market. Russia has wheat surpluses 
and Egypt is the world’s largest 
wheat importer. Russia provides 
about 40% of all Egypt’s grain, criti-
cal to the Egyptian government in 
producing subsidised bread.

The Sisi-Putin summit was a 
symbolic gesture of solidarity, 
snubbing Western leaders criti-
cal of both Russia’s relations with 
Ukraine and Egypt’s recent human 
rights record. While Russia weak-
ens its diplomatic isolation result-
ing from its Ukraine policies, Egypt 
also benefits from the relationship 
by asserting its independent for-
eign policy.

John Daly is a Washington-based 
specialist on Russian and post-
Soviet affairs.
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