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US visa requirements worry Americans of Mideast descent
Rasha Elass

Washington

C 

hanges to the visa waiver 
program under a new 
anti-terrorism bill have 
taken effect, stirring con-
troversy among travellers, 

lawmakers and civil rights activists.
The Visa Waiver Program (VWP) 

Improvement and Terrorist Travel 
Prevention Act, which was folded 
into the omnibus spending bill and 
passed by Congress on December 
8th, requires additional visa screen-
ing for certain citizens of the 38 Eu-
ropean and Asian countries that are 
in visa-waiver partnership with the 
United States.

Anyone who is a dual citizen of 
Syria, Iraq, Iran or Sudan or has vis-
ited any of those countries within 
the past five years may be ineligi-
ble for the automatic visa waiver 
when visiting the United States. 
The bill passed in a swift and little-
publicised session and received 
overwhelming bipartisan support, 
including a public endorsement 
from the White House, giving rights 

groups little opportunity to lobby 
against it.

As the new rules went into effect 
in January, the White House said 
it reserves the right to judge on a 
case-by-case basis whether to ex-
empt certain individuals from the 
regulations. The move angered Re-
publican lawmakers who advocated 
for the change in the VWP, accusing 
the White House of circumventing 
the will of Congress.

The measures affect only non-
U.S. citizens but there is no immu-
nity for US citizens from receiving 
similar treatment when travelling 
abroad. VWP partner countries may 
reciprocate and actively discrimi-
nate against American citizens of 
Syrian, Iraqi, Iranian and Sudanese 
origin, which has civil rights groups 
calling foul.

“We’re creating second-class 
citizens with this bill,” said Abed 
Ayoub, legal and policy director at 
the American-Arab Anti-Discrimi-
nation Committee (ADC), referring 
to the hundreds of thousands of 
Americans who are dual nationals 
and could be affected if countries 
retaliate. ADC is preparing for the 
fallout, which is difficult because, 
Ayoub said, “there is no precedent 
on these specific measures”.

“We opposed and criticised the 
bill. It’s reasonable for the US to 
strengthen security measures but 
it’s not reasonable to discriminate 
against dual nationals,” said Joanne 
Lin, an attorney with the American 
Civil Liberties Union.

A measure was introduced in 
Congress in January to remove the 

discriminatory language that would 
exclude certain dual nationals from 
the Visa Waiver Program.  The spon-
soring lawmakers include three 
from Michigan, which has a sub-
stantial Arab-American population.

There is additional concern about 
the effect of the regulations on the 
Iran nuclear deal, which stipulates 
that Iran will no longer be subject to 
such sanctions.

On January 19th, a British-Iranian 
journalist for the BBC was barred 
from boarding a flight to the United 
States because of her dual national-
ity. The incident sparked outrage 
and flooded the US State Depart-
ment and US Department of Home-
land Security with queries about 

implications for dual nationals.
Critics point out that there are 

other countries more closely corre-
lated with the travel patterns of sus-
pected terrorists but are not named 
in the bill, given that they are US al-
lies.

Turkey, for example, has been 
a main travel hub for Westerners 
joining Islamic State (ISIS) fighters 
in Syria. Similarly, Saudi nationals 
represent a sizeable number of Arab 
jihadists in Syria and Iraq. Saudi 
Arabia and Pakistan were countries 
where one of the San Bernardino 
shooters became radicalised, ac-
cording to the FBI.

“Yet none of them are mentioned 
and Iran is mentioned instead. It’s 

political, with the usual suspects 
in Congress lobbying against Iran,” 
said a Washington-based analyst 
on condition of anonymity because 
of the sensitivity of the matter. He 
added that the initial reform bill 
named only Syria and Iraq as “high-
risk” countries, before lawmakers 
lobbied for a last-minute inclusion 
of Iran.

Indeed, the State Department has 
raised concerns about the legality of 
the measure under the terms of the 
Iran deal.

In a Senate Foreign Relations 
Committee hearing on December 
17th, the State Department’s coor-
dinator of the Iran agreement im-
plementation, Stephen Mull, men-
tioned that “very senior” European 
officials said the VWP requirements 
“could have a very negative impact 
on the [Iranian nuclear] deal”.

The Iran agreement, formally 
known as the Joint Comprehensive 
Plan of Action (JCPOA), was signed 
with Iran in July 2015 by the United 
States, the United Kingdom, Germa-
ny, France, Russia and China.

To assuage these concerns, US 
Secretary of State John Kerry on 
December 18th wrote to Iranian 
Foreign Minister Javad Zarif say-
ing he was “confident that the re-
cent changes in visa requirements 
passed in Congress, which the ad-
ministration has the authority to 
waive, will not in any way prevent 
us from meeting our commitments 
[in the Iran deal]” and that “we will 
implement them so as not to inter-
fere with legitimate business inter-
ests of Iran”.

A man has his fingerprints electronically taken while taking part 
in a visa application demonstration at a US embassy.

UK’s Prevent 
programme 
failing to engage 
Muslims
Mahmud el-Shafey
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P 

revent, a controversial 
British government anti-
terrorism programme, 
appears to be failing to 
engage the Muslim com-

munity, which is largely ignoring it, 
with some boycotting the initiative 
amid claims it alienates Muslims 
and could push some down the path 
of terrorism.

Prevent, one element of a four-
part government counterterrorism 
strategy, aims to respond to the ide-
ological challenge posed by terror-
ism and extremism, providing prac-
tical assistance to people deemed at 
risk of radicalisation.

Some form of the programme has 
been in force in the United Kingdom 
since 2007, although Prime Minister 
David Cameron’s government has 
significantly beefed it up. This cul-
minated with the Prevent Duty go-
ing into effect July 1, 2015, which 
made it legally incumbent on key 
bodies, including schools, universi-
ties and hospitals, to “recognise and 
respond” to any “signs of radicalisa-
tion”.

“Prevent is about protecting those 
who might be vulnerable to the poi-
sonous and pernicious influence of 
radicalisation… We must work with 
the overwhelming majority of Brit-
ish people who abhor the twisted 
narrative that has seduced some of 
our people,” UK Security Minister 

John Hayes said.
But with no lower age limit for 

those who can be referred to the 
programme and questions about 
what “signs of radicalisation” teach-
ers and others are supposed to be on 
the lookout for, many Muslim and 
non-Muslim organisations, includ-
ing the National Union of Teachers 
and National Union of Students, ex-
pressed reservations about Prevent.

Mosques and Muslim associa-
tions have reacted with suspicion 
towards the programme, warning it 
could increase the sense of isolation 
and alienation felt by some Muslims 
and make it more likely they would 
be radicalised.

“It [Prevent] contains the implicit 
assumption that Muslims are less 
able to function in an open democ-
racy than other people, more sus-
ceptible to totalitarian impulses and 
that they are more open to be incit-
ed to violence. It sends a very nega-
tive message to the community and 
is likely to increase Islamophobia,” 
former Muslim Council of Britain 
Secretary-General Farooq Murad 
said in 2011.

While a number of Muslim associ-
ations expressed reservations of the 
initiative, Waltham Forest Council 
of Mosques in East London — one of 
the most ethnically and religiously 
diverse boroughs in London — an-
nounced an outright boycott of Pre-
vent.

“Prevent is an ill-conceived and 
flawed policy. It is racist and overt-
ly targets members of the Muslim 
faith,” a statement from the council 
said.

According to estimates from 
the Office for National Statistics, 
Waltham Forest in East London 
is home to about 280,000 people, 
some 60,000 of whom are Muslim. 
Waltham Forest Council of Mosques 
spokesman Irfan Akhtar described 

the borough as a “testing ground” 
for Prevent, warning of the dangers 
of the government’s counterterror-
ism initiative.

“Prevent is a one-way street that 
points the finger at Muslims and 
Islam and ignores dialogue and en-
gagement,” he said. “Of course eve-
ryone agrees with the buzz words 
the government throws out about 
tackling extremism but in practice 
Prevent opens up a way for discrim-
ination against Muslims.”

“There are case studies of fami-
lies being harassed based on what a 
4- or 5-year-old has said. It is totally 
unacceptable. Prevent is pushing 
people to shy away from practic-
ing their religion. This policy is dis-
criminatory and makes people fear-
ful about speaking out about their 
religion.”

There are also questions regard-
ing how teachers or doctors can be 
expected to differentiate extremists 
from moderate Muslims, particu-
larly when the “signs of radicalisa-
tion” used by the government are 
so broad as to include boys growing 
a beard, girls wearing the hijab and 
even students becoming more stu-
dious.

“The teachers we spoke to are re-
luctant to get involved with Prevent 
because it is not their job to spy on 
their students. It breaks down the 
relationship of trust that is needed 
in the education sector,” Akhtar 
said, adding that the Waltham For-
est Council of Mosques had been in-
vited to talk to the borough’s teach-
ers’ union.

While the Waltham Forest Coun-
cil of Mosques, which represents at 
least eight mosques and religious 
associations, has announced a boy-
cott of Prevent, figures from the Na-
tional Police Chiefs Council (NPCC) 
indicate that many other mosques 
across the country are refusing to 
engage with the anti-terrorism ini-
tiative.

A report published by Britain’s 
Times newspaper in late December 
indicated that less than 10% of Pre-
vent referrals were from within the 
Muslim community. Of the 3,288 
referrals to Prevent in the first half 
of 2015, 280 — 8.6% — came from 
within the Muslim community, data 
released by the NPCC indicated. 
The remaining referrals were made 
by public bodies, such as schools 
and social services.

But in a complex situation, even 
these figures are not without con-
troversy with the NPCC subse-
quently coming out to challenge 
the report. “The figures may not 
accurately capture the nature of 
the original source because in many 
cases members of the community 
will report in the first instance to 
the police,” NPCC spokesman Chief 
Constable Simon Cole said.

Questions also remain about the 
narrow scope of the figures, with 
the NPCC yet to release data for the 
second half of 2015, which would 
coincide with the Prevent Order 
and statements from Prime Minis-
ter David Cameron directly linking 
terrorism and non-violent extrem-
ist ideology.

Still, for one East London mosque 
authority, there is sufficient cause 
not to cooperate with the govern-
ment and boycott its anti-terrorism 
strategy. “It scares the children 
about practicing their religion for 
they think they could be flagged up 
as an extremist. We want to get rid 
of the stereotyping,” Akhtar said.

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

Men pray at the 7,000 worshipper-capacity East London Mosque, the largest mosque in the UK.
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