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Britain to beef up counter-extremism legislation
The Arab Weekly staff

London

M 

any questions remain 
about recently in-
troduced legislation 
aimed at preventing 
radicalisation and 

tackling extremism in the United 
Kingdom.

The legislation, which is meant 
to complement Britain’s Prevent 
counter-extremism policy, draws 
parallels between non-violent ex-
tremism and terrorism. Prevent 
worked with 2,790 institutions and 
engaged with nearly 50,000 indi-
viduals in 2015 but has been criti-
cised for clamping down on non-
violent discourse.

British Prime Minister David 
Cameron praised the country as 
“one of the most successful multi-
racial, multifaith democracies any-
where on Earth”, in a written intro-
duction to the queen’s speech that 
opened the new parliament.

“But we must also recognise 
that extremists, both violent and 
non-violent, are trying to drive our 

country apart,” Cameron said, ex-
plaining the new legislation.

The bill would give the govern-
ment power to close premises, 
including mosques, used for ex-
tremist purposes and silence those 
— from individual preachers to 
media outlets — spreading hate 
speech. The measure would also 
allow the government to intervene 
in the running of unregulated re-
ligious schools thought to be pro-
moting hate.

The announcement of the coun-
ter-extremism legislation was pur-
posefully vaguely worded. Much 
will depend on details of the bill, 
including how easily it will be 
passed by parliament. Cameron 
said he hoped the measure would 
receive support from across parlia-
ment, although the main opposi-
tion Labour Party immediately cast 
doubt about whether it would sup-
port the bill.

“Everybody in this house under-
stands the risk posed by terrorism,” 
Labour leader Jeremy Corbyn told 
parliament. “This city, London, 
has experienced it before, as have 
other cities here and around the 
world. We will, of course, support 
strong measures to give the police 
and security services the resources 
they need but we will also support 
checks and balances to ensure that 
powers are used appropriately.

“We would welcome any propos-
als from the government to reform 
the Prevent strategy and instead to 

emphasise the value of communi-
ty-led work to prevent young peo-
ple from being drawn into extrem-
ism in any form.”

Analysts warned that the pro-
posed legislation could be used to 
silence opposition voices under the 
guise of fighting extremism, partic-
ularly given that the term “extrem-
ism” has yet to be clearly defined 
by the government.

Hate speech and promoting ter-
rorism are illegal under the 2006 
Terrorism Act but the government’s 
new legislation would see the crim-
inalisation of the intent to spread 
hate speech or promote terrorism, 
an important legal distinction and 
one that is being scrutinised even 
by close allies of the government in 
the fight against extremism.

More than two dozen leading 

religious figures and multifaith or-
ganisations in Britain, including the 
Muslim Council of Britain (MCB), 
signed a statement expressing con-
cern about the proposed bill.

“As a nation, we not only toler-
ate diversity but celebrate it. And 
when we differ, our values of lib-
erty and respect underpin how we 
respond: Through discussion and 
disagreement, not prohibition and 
exclusion,” the statement said.

“The fact that such a diverse 
range of groups have come together 
should tell us that there are wide-
spread concerns about the propos-
als in the government’s counter-ex-
tremism bill. The terrorists would 
like nothing better than provoking 
ill-thought through policies that 
undermine all our freedoms,” MCB 
Secretary-General Shuja Shafi said.

Even senior police officers at-
tached to the Prevent programme 
cast doubt on the beefed-up ex-
tremism bill, warning that this risks 
creating a “thought police” in Brit-
ain.

“Unless you can define what ex-
tremism is very clearly then it’s 
going to be really challenging to 
enforce. We don’t want to be the 
thought police,” Chief Constable Si-
mon Cole told the Guardian news-
paper.

“Within society as a whole we 
have to… have some limits about 
what you can say but they have to 
be as broad as they possibly can 
be.”

Britain’s Prime Minister David Cameron (R) and opposition 
Labour Party leader Jeremy Corbyn return at the House of 
Commons in London, on May 18th.

The new legislation 
draws parallels 
between non-violent 
extremism and 
terrorism.

British Muslims divided on Brexit
Mahmud el-Shafey

London

W 

ith a referendum on 
Britain’s EU mem-
bership set for June 
23rd, the country’s 
Muslim community 

remains divided on the issue.
The decision on whether Britain 

should remain in the European Un-
ion is tied to a number of economic 
and political factors, although the 
pivotal issue — on both sides of the 
divide — appears to be immigration, 
with Europe facing its biggest mi-
grant crisis since the second world 
war.

A recent survey by the Opinium 
Research polling company indicat-
ed that immigration was the most 
likely issue to affect how Britons 
will vote, with 49% of respondents 
saying it would influence their de-
cision. Among those who said they 
would vote to leave the European 
Union, 72% cited immigration as 
the primary factor.

According to the Office of Nation-
al Statistics, net migration to the 
United Kingdom was up 330,000 in 
2015, a 20,000 increase from 2014. 
The figures, released May 26th, 
showed that 270,000 EU citizens 
moved to Britain for at least a year 
in 2015, up from 264,000 in 2014, 
while 277,000 non-EU citizens 
moved to the country, down from 
287,000 in 2014.

For British Muslims, many of 
whom are naturalised citizens, mi-
gration is a main concern on the 
EU issue. They find themselves 
torn between a desire for increased 
openness and integration, repelled 
by the get-out-of-the-EU cam-
paign’s divisive discourse but wary 
of unfettered inter-EU migration, 
particularly from Eastern Europe.

Equality campaigners have 
warned that British Asian voters in 
particular view unfettered migra-
tion from within the European Un-
ion as having a detrimental effect 
on other forms of migration, partic-
ularly from Commonwealth coun-
tries that they originally hail from.

“South Asian immigrants have 
ancestors who have fought in the 
world wars. They sacrificed a lot. 
They speak the language. They 
have the skills. They are well-edu-

cated. But they find it hard to come 
in compared to other individuals 
from Europe who may not speak 
the language, understand the cul-
ture or have the skills,” Saqib Bhatti, 
a board member for the Vote Leave 
campaign group, told the Financial 
Times.

A new leave-the-EU lobbying 
group, Muslims for Britain, is seek-
ing to convince Muslims to vote 
to leave the bloc. “I am proud to 
be British and I am proud to be 
Muslim. It’s not about faith, this is 
about identity… Ethnic minorities 
have not participated enough in 
this debate and now all of a sudden 
British Muslims up and down the 
country are standing up and asking 
what value does the EU deliver for 
us,” Bhatti said.

However, many British Muslims 
say that exiting the European Union 
would be a disaster, strengthening 

the poisonous right-wing discourse 
that is based on a fear of immigra-
tion.

Until recently, Pakistani-born Bir-
mingham MP Khalid Mahmood said 
he had firmly been in the leave-the-
EU campaign but he changed sides 
over alleged racism and fearmon-
gering. “I have been pushed away 
by the leave campaign because of 
the issues around migration and 
racism,” he said.

“If we choose to leave the EU, 
generations to come will not for-
give us for staying silent on issues 
that matter both to Muslims and 
wider society — on the economy, 
on human rights and on our place 
in the world,” said Miqdaad Versi an 
assistant secretary-general of the 
Muslim Council of Britain (MCB).

London Mayor Sadiq Khan, a 
Muslim, announced support for 
remaining in the European Union 

and campaigned for doing so with 
Conservative Prime Minister David 
Cameron, actions for which he was 
criticised by his Labour Party col-
leagues even though Labour sup-
ports the pro-remain position.

In addition to the economic rea-
sons for staying in the European 
Union, Khan highlighted European 
security and intelligence-sharing. 
“The horrific terrorist attacks on 
Paris in November showed that no 
country can tackle the threat of ter-
rorism alone. It takes coordinated 
international effort, working across 

borders, just like the terrorists,” he 
said.

While the positions of individual 
British Muslims may vary, British 
Muslim organisations have been 
careful not to pick a side. Even if 
Versi, the MCB assistant secretary-
general, is adamantly pro-remain-
ing in the European Union, the 
MCB itself — which represents more 
than 500 national, regional and lo-
cal Muslim organisations, mosques, 
charities and schools — is non-par-
tisan.

“How British Muslims choose to 
vote is up to each individual voter. 
The MCB will not be adopting a 
position on the referendum… We 
recognise there are different views 
on this and all we ask for is an in-
formed debate that does not scape-
goat minorities,” said an MCB state-
ment, which also encouraged all 
British Muslims to vote.

Among those who said 
they would vote to 
leave the European 
Union, 72% cited 
immigration as the 
primary factor.

British Justice Secretary Michael Gove (L) during a televised event in London, on June 3rd.


