
17December 11, 2015

News & Analysis East   West

Berlin-Riyadh row over mosque financing
The Arab Weekly staff

London

S 

audi Arabia appeared head-
ed towards a diplomatic 
row after a senior German 
official rebuked Riyadh for 
supporting religious radi-

cals, linking the rise of “dangerous 
Islamists” in Germany to Saudi-
funded mosques.

“We need Saudi Arabia to solve 
the regional conflicts but we must 
at the same time make clear that the 
time to look away is past. Wahhabi 
mosques are financed all over the 
world by Saudi Arabia. In Germany, 
many dangerous Islamists come 
from these communities,” German 
Vice-Chancellor Sigmar Gabriel told 
Bild am Sonntag newspaper.

Gabriel is head of the Social Dem-
ocratic Party of Germany (SPD) and 
a major partner of Chancellor An-
gela Merkel’s government. His com-
ments came following a German 
foreign intelligence report suggest-
ing that Saudi foreign policy was be-
coming increasingly interventionist 
and media reports, which turned 
out to be false, that Saudi Arabia had 
offered to build 200 mosques in Ger-
many for Syrian refugees.

The head of the SPD parliamen-
tary group, Thomas Oppermann, 
repeated Gabriel’s criticisms. “This 
radical fundamentalism taking place 
in Salafist mosques is no less dan-
gerous than right-wing extremism. 
We will prevent Saudi help in the 
building or financing of mosques in 
Germany where Wahhabi ideas are 
to be disseminated,” he told the Welt 
am Sonntag newspaper

Saudi Arabia’s embassy in Berlin 
issued a statement rejecting Gabri-
el’s claims and highlighted Riyadh’s 
commitment to countering radicali-
sation. “Like Germany, we are part 
of the anti-ISIS coalition and fight-

ing side by side against terror,” the 
statement said.

The statement explicitly referred 
to the claim, which was published 
in numerous international media 
outlets, that Riyadh was looking to 
build 200 mosques in the country.

“The kingdom has no intention 
whatsoever to build 200 mosques in 
Germany,” the statement added.

This is the second time that Saudi 
Arabia has rejected allegations that 
it could seek to build 200 mosques 
in Germany, a claim media observ-

ers traced to Hezbollah-affiliated 
media in Lebanon.

“The kingdom of Saudi Arabia 
as the Custodian of the Two Holy 
Mosques and the birthplace of Islam 
is committed to supporting Muslim 
communities around the world. 
Building mosques in other coun-
tries is arranged in close coordina-
tion with the governments of those 
countries in order to facilitate the 
ability of Muslim citizens and resi-
dents to practice their faith,” said 
Ambassador Osama Ahmed Nugali, 

head of the Media Department at the 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs in a state-
ment, according to a news release.

The German government moved 
quickly to defuse tensions between 
Berlin and Riyadh following the is-
suance of a BND intelligence agency 
report that criticised the kingdom’s 
increasingly interventionist bent.

“The cautious diplomatic stance 
of the older leading members of the 
royal family is being replaced by an 
impulsive policy of intervention,” in 
what was likely an implicit reference 

to Deputy Crown Prince Mohammed 
bin Salman bin Abdulaziz, who has 
been granted increased power in the 
kingdom following the ascension 
of his father, King Salman bin Ab-
dulaziz Al Saud, to the throne.

“The assessment, in this case 
made public, does not reflect the 
stance of the government,” a spokes-
man for Merkel said. Berlin stressed 
that Riyadh remains an important 
German ally in the Middle East.

“The BND surely does not speak 
for German foreign policy, especial-
ly not via third parties,” a German 
diplomat at the Foreign Ministry, 
speaking on the condition of ano-
nymity, told Reuters.

This is not the first time that Ri-
yadh has come under fire from 
European allies in 2015. Swedish 
Foreign Minister Margot Wallstrom 
ignited a diplomatic crisis with Ri-
yadh in March after she denounced 
the flogging of blogger Raif Badawi 
as a “cruel attempt to silence mod-
ern forms of expression”.

Riyadh responded by denounc-
ing Stockholm’s “flagrant interfer-
ence” in its affairs, withdrawing its 
ambassador from Sweden and freez-
ing business visas for Swedes wish-
ing to visit the kingdom. Stockholm 
cancelled an arms deal with Saudi 
Arabia.

The diplomatic spat was resolved 
following an official message from 
Swedish King Carl XVI Gustaf and 
Prime Minister Stefan Lofven was 
dispatched to King Salman, with 
Swedish officials apologising for 
what they termed a misunderstand-
ing. Riyadh has since reinstated its 
ambassador to Sweden.

The German 
government moved 
quickly to defuse 
tensions between 
Berlin and Riyadh.

British Muslims opposed to ISIS, air strikes

German Chancellor Angela Merkel (R) with Economy Minister Sigmar Gabriel during a session of the 
German lower house of parliament, in Berlin, on December 4th.
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“T 

he vast majority of 
British Muslims were 
opposed to the air 
strikes on Syria, 
whether on (Syrian 

President Bashar) Assad or (the Is-
lamic State) ISIS,” said the editor of 
British Muslim news website 5Pil-
lars.

After British Prime Minister Da-
vid Cameron secured parliamen-
tary approval to strike ISIS in Syria, 
Britain’s Muslim community has 
found itself in a difficult spot.

The Conservative government’s 
motion to expand air strikes against 
ISIS from Iraq into Syria passed on a 
397-223 vote after a contentious 10-
hour debate, resulting in a split in 
the opposition Labour vote.

“There is a deep-seated scepti-
cism about British intervention in 
the Middle East after the Iraq war, 
Afghanistan and Libya. No matter 
what the circumstances are, Brit-
ish Muslims overwhelmingly op-
pose Britain intervening in that part 
of the world because they always 
make things worse,” 5Pillars Editor 
Roshan Muhammad Salih said.

Out of 13 Muslim MPs, only three 
voted in favour of air strikes, with 
nine voting against and one ab-
staining. Objections to the expand-
ed strikes ranged from questions 
over the feasibility of the attacks to 
fears that this would make a Paris-

style ISIS attack on Britain more 
likely. All British Muslim MPs who 
spoke during the debate were quick 
to state their own, as well as general 
British Muslim, condemnation and 
rejection of ISIS.

“I am well aware that under ISIS, 
a Muslim like myself would be 
killed, so please believe me when I 
say that I do not simply want to see 
ISIS defeated; I want to see it eradi-
cated,” Labour MP for Birmingham 
Shabana Mahmood said.

In the run-up to the vote, the 
Muslim Council of Britain (MCB), 
which is the United Kingdom’s larg-
est Muslim umbrella body with 
more than 500 affiliated mosques, 
charities and schools called for MPs 
to vote against air strikes, while 
also condemning ISIS.

“There is no doubt that ISIS is an 
inhuman and evil entity, opposed 
by the vast majority of Muslims 
around the world. We will support 
effective action that aims to destroy 
this murderous cult,” said MCB Sec-
retary-General Shufa Shafi.

“However, most British Muslims 
believe that air strikes in Syria will 
not only be ineffective in destroy-
ing ISIS. It will also be another re-
cruiting sergeant for the terrorists,” 
he added.

This policy, of denouncing ISIS 
but rejecting British military ac-
tion targeting the group, has seen 
British Muslims face accusations 
of implicitly supporting ISIS or not 
doing enough to police their own 
communities.

A recent headline in the Times 
stated: One in five British Muslims 
has sympathy for ISIS and  sparked 
a nationwide controversy. The 
Times’ headline was based on a 
poll that saw 19% of respondents 
express sympathy for “young Mus-
lims who leave the UK to join fight-
ers in Syria”, without specifying 
whether the fighters had joined 

ISIS or any other Syrian faction. 
The newspaper issued a correction 
acknowledging that its headline 
was “misleading”.

Mainstream British Muslims, 
who lack a unifying structure or 
accepted leadership, have found 
it increasingly difficult to drown 
out the minority who follow an 
extremist interpretation of Islam, 
leaving them open allegations that 
they support extremism.

“Those who believe in concepts 
of the caliphate and the apocalypse 
— so much part of ISIS propaganda 
— stretch deep into parts of Muslim 
societies. A belief in innate hostil-
ity between Islam and the West is 
not the preserve of the few,” for-
mer British prime minister Tony 
Blair said in a December 3rd speech 
at the Library of Congress in Wash-

ington.
“For Europe, there is a huge cal-

culation to be made. This security 
threat is at our door. It is actually 
within our home,” he added.

This growing fear of Islam, which 
is slowly gaining precedence in the 
United Kingdom, can be seen in the 
increasing number of Islamopho-
bic incidents recorded by police 
over the past year.

London’s Metropolitan Police 
said reports of incidents of Islamo-
phobia increased more than 41% 
from October 2014 to October 2015. 

In the week after the Paris attacks, 
the number of such offences more 
than tripled compared to the pre-
ceding week.

“It is with regret but some-
thing that we have come to real-
ise, through experience, that hate 
crimes can increase during these 
difficult times,” a police statement 
said.

“From British Muslims’ point of 
view, there is a limited amount to 
what we can do. We can condemn 
ISIS until we are blue in the face. 
The radicalisation that is going on 
isn’t happening in our mosques or 
madrasas. It is happening online. It 
is happening in the shadows,” Salih 
said.

Mahmud el-Shafey is an Arab 
Weekly correspondent in London.

British Prime Minister David Cameron talks to lawmakers at the House of Commons in London, on 
December 2nd, during a debate on launching air strikes against Islamic State terrorists in Syria.
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voted in favour of air 
strikes.


