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‘Integration’ remains key British migration issue
Mahmud el-Shafey

London

“I 

ntegration” has become a 
watchword in British poli-
tics with government and 
parliamentary reviews into 
it being issued within a 

month of each other.
A landmark government review 

into integration, which pointed to 
a lack of it among Britain’s more 
than 3 million Muslims, was issued 
December 5th, the same week that 
a third-party survey revealed that 
British Muslims support “full in-
tegration” and broadly shared the 
views and priorities of the wider 
population.

A 200-page report by British gov-
ernment official Louise Casey into 
“opportunity and integration” in 
Britain painted a bleak picture of 
segregated British Muslim commu-
nities and called for immigrants to 
take “an oath of integration with 
British values and society”.

The report said there were “high 
levels of social and economic isola-
tion in some places and cultural and 
religious practices in communities 
that are not only holding some of 
our citizens back but run contrary 
to British values and sometimes our 
laws”. It called for increased focus 
on promoting the English language 
and on “women’s emancipation” in 
communities in which they are be-
ing held back by “regressive cultural 
practices”.

A parliamentary report into inte-
gration, issued on January 5th by 
the all-party parliamentary group 
on social integration, did not strike 
the same bleak tone regarding a 
divided Britain, although it did en-
dorse the government’s recommen-
dation that all immigrants be made 
to learn English.

“All immigrants should be expect-

ed to have either learned English be-
fore coming to the UK or be enrolled 
in compulsory ESOL [English for 
Speakers of Other Languages] class-
es upon arrival,” the study advised.

Labour MP Chuka Umunna, who 
heads the parliamentary committee 
on social integration, outlined the 
difficulty of treating “integration” 
as a monolithic and easy-to-solve is-
sue. “It’s clear that immigration has 
impacted on different communities 
in different ways and the pace of 

change has alarmed many,” he said.
“The government has a duty to 

address the lack of integration of 
immigrants… Failing to do so has 
left a vacuum for extremists and 
peddlers of hate to exploit,” said 
Umunna, who represents an ethni-
cally and religiously diverse north 
London constituency.

However, a third-party poll pub-
lished on December 2nd and billed 
as “the most extensive research of 
British Muslims ever conducted” 

put forward a far less bleak view of 
“integration”, asserting that British 
Muslims “broadly share the same 
views as the rest of the population”.

“Despite the greater religios-
ity and social conservatism [among 
British Muslims]… their lifestyles 
are largely secular with only limited 
interest in sharia finance or separate 
religious education,” a report on the 
poll stated.

The poll, conducted by the Policy 
Exchange think-tank in conjunc-
tion with the ICM polling company, 
surveyed more than 3,000 British 
Muslims. It revealed that 53% of re-
spondents said they wanted to “ful-
ly integrate with non-Muslims in all 
aspects of life”. Another 37% said 
they favoured integration on “most 
things” while 6% expressed support 
for leading “a separate Islamic life 
as far as possible” and 1% said they 
favoured a “fully separate” Islamic 
life.

The poll revealed that 93% of Brit-
ish Muslims asked said they felt a 
fairly or very strong attachment to 
Britain and that British Muslims 
were more likely than the general 
population to condemn terrorism.

The three reports — one issued by 
a conservative-led government, one 
by a bipartisan parliamentary com-
mittee and the other by a third-par-
ty polling company — paint wildly 
contrasting views of British-Muslim 
integration. Many Muslim organisa-
tions particularly criticised the re-
proachful tone of the government 
report.

Harun Khan, secretary-general 
of the Muslim Council of Britain 
(MCB), dubbed the Casey review a 
“missed opportunity”, adding that 
the tone of the report seemed to in-
ordinately blame Muslims.

“We need to improve integration 
and it needs to involve the active 
participation of all Britons, not just 
Muslims. As former prime minister 
David Cameron has stated, ‘Integra-

tion is a two-way street’,” Khan said.
As for the all-party parliamentary 

report, Khan said: “Unlike recently 
published deliberations, this re-
port includes a number of sensible 
recommendations, including local 
integration plans, training and Eng-
lish learning classes for economic 
migrants…, community mentor-
ing programmes, encouragement 
of social mixing and cutting natu-
ralisation fees, as well as automatic 
pathways to citizenship for new ar-
rivals.”

Mohammed Shafiq, chief execu-
tive of the Ramadhan Foundation, 
a Muslim lobby group, condemned 
the Casey report as “inflammatory 
and divisive”.

“Sadly, in today’s Britain, Mus-
lims are seen as an easy target to 
attack by politicians, commentators 
and parts of the media without any 
regard for the impact this has on 
communities,” he said.

Questions of integration have 
only been on the rise since the Brex-
it vote, with many observers ex-
pressing concern at the spike in race 
and religious hate crime reported 
following the June referendum. 
However, most British Muslims, the 
poll indicated, do seek integration.

“I grew up in Britain, I would class 
myself as British. My values are the 
same as any ordinary British person, 
I just happen to be from a particular 
faith,” answered one Birmingham-
based British Muslim to the ICM 
poll.

93%
of British Muslims 
asked said they 
felt a fairly or very 
strong attachment 
to Britain.

A 2015 file photo shows Muslims performing prayers for Eid al-
Fitr to mark the end of the holy month of Ramadan at a park in 
London, Britain.                                                                                      (Reuters)
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f 2016 was the year of Donald 
Trump, Brexit and the rise of 
nativist politics, 2017 looks 
likely to continue in that vein 
with an ongoing migration cri-

sis and several European elections 
that could shape the future of the 
continent for decades.

France and Germany, key mem-
bers of the European Union, are to 
have parliamentary and presiden-
tial elections in 2017, with security 
and migration expected to be the 
major election issues. Italy, where 
former prime minister Matteo Ren-
zi stepped down after a referendum 
defeat, could also have snap elec-
tions in 2017.

While it is unlikely that any other 
European country could choose to 
follow Britain out of the European 
Union, there has been a marked rise 
in right-wing Eurosceptic parties 
that appear likely to increase their 
share of the vote, if not take office, 
in 2017.

“In five months, you will make 
a choice… France is open to the 
world. It is European. It is fraternal. 
How can we imagine our country 
huddled behind walls, reduced to 
only its domestic market, return-
ing to its national currency and 
discriminating against its children 
according to their origins?” asked 
French President François Hol-
lande in his New Year’s Eve ad-
dress.

Whatever happens, Hollande will 
be vacating Élysée Palace after the 
election, with the sitting president 
— the most unpopular French leader 
since the second world war — declin-
ing to stand for re-election as the So-
cialist Party candidate in favour of 
former prime minister Manuel Valls.

Despite this, many political ana-
lysts say the election will come 
down to a choice between the 
Conservative François Fillon and 
the far-right National Front leader 
Marine Le Pen. Both candidates are 
running on a broadly anti-immigra-
tion platform.

The first round of France’s 2017 
elections is set for April 23rd. If no 
candidate wins an outright major-
ity of the vote, a run-off between 
the top two candidates is sched-
uled for May 7th.

German Chancellor Angela Mer-
kel will also be facing a tough task 
in 2017, with many in the country 
criticising her for acceptance of un-
fettered migration and the slew of 
terrorist attacks that took place in 
2016.

An estimated 900,000 refugees 

have arrived in Germany since 
2015, with many linking the open-
door refugee policy to the increas-
ing number of terrorist attacks in 
the country. Most recently an Is-
lamic State-inspired terrorist used 
a stolen truck to run down shop-
pers at a Christmas market in Ber-
lin, killing 12 people.

“As we pursue our lives and our 
work, we tell the terrorists: They 
are murderers full of hatred but it’s 
not they who determine how we 
live and want to live. We are free, 
humane [and] open. Together we 
are stronger,” Merkel said in a defi-
ant New Year’s Eve speech.

She faces a tough challenge in 
securing a fourth term in office in 
September’s federal elections fol-

lowing questions from Bavarian 
sister party and coalition partner 
the Christian Social Union (CSU) 
over immigration and the rise of 
the right-wing populist Alternative 
for Germany party (AfD) that looks 
set to enter parliament for the first 
time with a healthy number of 
seats.

While Italy is scheduled to have 
elections before May 2018, many 
analysts say these could be sooner 
rather than later after Renzi’s resig-
nation following a referendum de-
feat on constitutional reform.

The appointment of Renzi’s for-
mer Foreign minister, Paolo Gen-
tiloni, as head of Italy’s centre-left 
government signals a continuation 
in policy at a time when the anti-

establishment Five Star Movement 
and anti-immigration Northern 
League party are on the rise.

Elsewhere in Europe, elections in 
Holland, Serbia and Slovenia could 
prove critical for the future of Eu-
rope as many anticipate a continu-
ation of the rise of the right that be-
gan in 2016.

In Holland, far-right politician 
Gert Wilders was ahead in polls at 
the turn of the year, with many ex-
pressing alarm at the prospect of 
a Dutch prime minister known for 
his anti-Islamic views and who has 
previously been convicted of hate 
speech.

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

Staff count ballot papers at the Glasgow count centre at the Emirates Arena, Glasgow, Scotland, on 
June 23rd, 2016, after polls closed in the referendum on whether Britain will remain or stay in the 
European Union.                                                                                                                                                              (AFP)
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