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Washington

C 

ritics are questioning the 
motives behind the deci-
sion by the United States 
and the United Kingdom 
to ban electronic devices 

such as laptops from cabin luggage 
on flights originating from several 
Muslim countries in the Middle 
East and North Africa.

Coming after efforts by President 
Donald Trump to restrict travel 
from several Muslim nations in the 
Middle East and Africa into the US, 
the laptop ban is seen by some as 
another attempt to keep Muslims 
away. “This fits right in with that 
the administration has been doing,” 
Ismael Ahmed, a member of the 
board of directors at the Washing-
ton-based Arab American Institute, 
said. “It fits right in with the Mus-
lim ban.”

US authorities say the aim of 
keeping laptops, tablet computers 
and other electronic devices larger 
than mobile phones out of cabins 
is to prevent terrorists from smug-
gling bombs onto US-bound planes. 
The restriction was announced for 
direct flight to the US from airports 
in Egypt, Jordan, Kuwait, Morocco, 
Saudi Arabia, Turkey, the UAE and 
Qatar.

US airlines are not affected be-
cause they do not have direct 
flights to the US from the airports 
hit by the ban. Officials have not 
given an end date for the ban, but 
news reports said some airlines had 
been told that the restriction would 
end in October.

Quoting unnamed officials, US 
media reported that the ban was 
introduced as a result of informa-
tion uncovered during an attack by 
US soldiers on an al-Qaeda group in 

Yemen in January, but there have 
been no further details.

The United Kingdom followed 
suit with a similar measure that 
targets flights from six countries – 
Egypt, Jordan, Lebanon, Tunisia, 
Turkey and Saudi Arabia – and also 
includes UK airlines that fly directly 
from those nations to Great Britain. 
Canada and France are reportedly 
thinking about introducing similar 
measures.

The fact that only certain flights 
from certain airports are affected 
and that the US and the UK bans ad-
dress different groups of countries 
makes critics think that air safety 
might not be the real reason behind 
the move. “If you ban them, ban 
them for everybody,” Ahmed said. 
“This is just more of a war on the 
world of Islam.” He added that he 
expects the laptop ban to be chal-
lenged in the courts.

Ahmed is not alone in suspect-
ing there might be ideological 
reasons behind the ban. Amnesty 
International said in a statement 
that “Trump’s blatant anti-Muslim 
rhetoric and the total lack of ex-
planation about these new restric-
tions raises serious concerns that 
this could be yet more bigotry dis-
guised as policy”.

Reaction in the affected coun-
tries has been mixed. Several air-
lines announced they would start 
implementing the ban, with Dubai-
based Emirates publishing a new 
video clip promoting its on-board 
entertainment system with the 
slogan “Who needs tablets and 
laptops anyway?” By contrast, Tur-
key protested against the decisions 
and said it was trying to convince 
authorities in Washington and 
London to exclude Istanbul’s main 
Ataturk Airport from the ban or at 
least “soften” the restrictions.

Technology experts point to un-

answered question in connection 
with the US and UK bans. On Twit-
ter, Zeynep Tufekci, an associate 
professor at the School of Infor-
mation and Library Science at the 
University of North Carolina who 
regularly comments on technology 
issues, pointed out that a potential 
terrorist could fly to a country out-
side the ban’s scope to take a plane 
to the United States from there.

John Strickland, an aviation ex-
pert and consultant, told CNBC 
it was dangerous to fill a plane’s 
hold with lithium battery items. 
“If these batteries are damaged 
they could have this thermal runa-
way fire and that itself is a security 
challenge of a different kind that 
the airlines would have to wrestle 
with,” the US broadcaster quoted 
Strickland as saying.

Some observers speculated there 
might be economic reasons behind 

the US laptop ban, a step that could 
see passengers used to working 
during long-haul flights in expen-
sive business class seats switch to 
other airlines. Writing in the Wash-
ington Post, political scientists 
Abraham Newman and Henry Far-
rell noted that US airlines had been 
complaining that some competi-
tors from Gulf nations had unfair 
advantages because of government 
subsidies.

Last month US airline executives 
met Trump and warned of “further 
harm to hard working Americans” 
because of state help for airlines in 
Gulf nations. “I know you’re under 
pressure from a lot of foreign ele-
ments and foreign carriers,” Trump 
told them, according to the White 
House.

Newman and Farrell argued that 
the laptop ban might be an exam-
ple of a country using its clout in 

a globalised economy. “This can 
be understood as a variant form 
of ‘weaponised interdependence”, 
they wrote.

In a separate development that 
could draw criticism, the US De-
partment of Justice announced 
it would try to strip a 47-year-old 
Pakistan-born man convicted for 
his participation in an al-Qaeda 
plot of his American citizenship. 
The Justice Department is arguing 
in a civil suit that the man, Iyman 
Faris, who has been serving a 20-
year sentence for his role in the 
2003 plot to destroy the Brooklyn 
Bridge in New York City, lied dur-
ing the process of becoming a US 
citizen in 1999.

Taking US citizenship away from 
someone is rare, but legally possi-
ble. News reports say the practice 
has so far been used to denational-
ise Nazis living in the United States.
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Excessive restrictions. A passenger buys a ticket at an Emirates Airline counter beside a dangerous 
goods warning sign in Los Angeles International Airport, on March 21st.                                                    (AFP)
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O
n the surface, Canada 
has avoided much of 
the anti-Muslim/
anti-immigrant 
sentiment that has 
gripped Europe and 

the United States.
There are just more than 1 

million Muslims in Canada, the 
2011 census indicated, comprising 
3.2% of the population, which 
makes them the second largest 
religious group in the country. 
Ottawa has accepted more than 
30,000 Syrian refugees in the past 
year and offered them support in 
establishing a new home in 
Canada.

During the most federal election 
in 2015, participation by the 
Muslim community was at 
all-time high and 11 Muslims were 
elected to parliament, an increase 
of seven from previous years. A 
recent survey indicated that 
Muslims are the most patriotic of 
any group in Canada, with eight 
out of ten respondents saying they 
were very proud to be Canadian.

On the other hand, there are 
signs of a growing problem, as 
reported violence against Muslims 
doubled from 2012-14, Statistics 
Canada said. The most recent and 
violent examples were the death 
in January of six Muslims and the 
wounding of 19 others, as they 

prayed at a mosque in Quebec 
City.

Then came a heated debate over 
a motion introduced to parliament 
by Iqra Khalid, a member of Prime 
Minister Justin Trudeau’s Liberal 
government, which condemned 
Islamophobia.

Lawmakers in Canada’s House 
of Commons easily passed the 
motion on March 23rd paving the 
way for future measures to 
combat Islamophobia. The motion 
asks the government to “recognise 
the need to quell the increasing 
public climate of hate and fear” 
and “condemn Islamophobia and 
all forms of systemic racism and 
religious discrimination”.

The motion has divided public 
opinion: A poll from the Angus 
Reid Institute showed 42% of 
respondents would have voted 
against the measure and just 29% 
percent would have approved it.

Conservative and far-right 
factions in Canada claimed the 
motion was an attack on free 
speech. Khalid became the object 
of an online hate campaign and 
read aloud in parliament some of 
the violent and hate-filled 
messages she had been sent.

In some ways it is not surprising 
that there is animosity against 
Muslim Canadians. The previous 
Conservative government led by 
Stephen Harper was openly 
anti-Muslim and during the 2015 
election ran on a platform that 
included several provisions aimed 
directly at the Muslim community, 
including a proposal to establish a 
hot line that would have allowed 

Canadians to report on the 
“barbaric cultural practices” of 
their neighbours.

One of the leading candidates to 
replace Harper as head of the 
Conservative Party, Kellie Leitch, 
has proposed creating a citizen-
ship test that would be given to 
new immigrants to the country to 
make sure they have “Canadian 
values”.

Leitch, who has openly courted 
the racist vote during her cam-
paign, apparently thinks she has a 
winning formula based on Donald 
Trump’s success in the United 
States and recent polls showing 
about 30% of Canadians having 
“unfavourable” feelings towards 
Muslims.

The survey, carried out late in 
2016 by the Forum Research Poll, 
indicated this was particularly a 
problem in Quebec, where the 
mosque attack took place. Nearly 
half the population of the prov-
ince, 48% of those asked, 
expressed animosity towards 
Muslims.

Much of the discrimination 
towards and stereotyping of 
Muslims in Canada, particularly 
women and young people, can be 
attributed to a misunderstanding 
of Islam, stated a study of Cana-
dian Muslims published in April 
2016 by the Environics Institute 
for Survey Research. Canadian 
Muslims tend to be more religious 
than other Canadians, a trend that 
is increasing as younger Muslims 
see their faith as an important part 
of their identity as Canadians.

This trend is viewed negatively 

Canada struggles with growing Islamophobia
by a sizeable minority of the 
population, particularly those 
who hold conservative views.

Yet, in a more positive vein, the 
Environics study showed that the 
Canadian-Muslim community 
says its religion is accepted by 
most Canadians and a large 
majority say that Muslims in 
Canada are treated far better than 
Muslims in other Western 
countries.

Trudeau has been a strong 
supporter. Trudeau’s move to 
grant temporary asylum to 
Muslims stranded by Trump’s 
attempted ban and his recent 
forceful statements against 
Islamophobia in Canada were 
warmly welcomed by Canadian 
Muslims.

Yet there is reason for concern 
and for more positive action from 
government and law enforcement 
agencies. The Montreal police 
chief told the media in February 
that violent anti-Muslim rhetoric 
is on the rise in Quebec, particu-
larly among known racist groups 
outside Montreal.

“A lot of those groups have an 
Islamophobic discourse fed by 
hate speech,” he said. “They 
reject living together. If we do 
nothing, it’s going to get danger-
ous.”

Tom Regan, a columnist at 
factsandopinion.com, previously 
worked for the Christian Science 
Monitor, National Public Radio, 
the Boston Globe and the 
Canadian Broadcasting 
Corporation.
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