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Salafist radicalisation raises fears in Germany
The Arab Weekly staff

London

T 

he number of Salafists in 
Germany has sharply in-
creased in the past dec-
ade, Germany’s Federal 
Office for the Protection 

of the Constitution (BfV) said, rais-
ing fears of radicalisation at a time 
when authorities are seeking to 
shut down extremist preachers.

Government figures indicate 
there were an estimated 3,800 
Salafists in Germany in 2011. This 
figure almost doubled to 7,500 in 
2015. Two years later, there are 
more than 10,000 Salafists in the 
country, local media reported.

“In Germany, as well as at the 
international level, Salafism is cur-
rently being regarded as the most 
dynamic Islamist movement,” the 
BfV said.

Salafism is an ultra-orthodox in-
terpretation of Islam that gained 
prominence in the 18th century. It 
advocates what it describes as a re-
turn to the traditions of early years 
of Islam and prizes a restrictive in-
terpretation of the teachings of the 
Quran. The term “Salaf” relates to 
the Arabic term al-salaf al-saliheen 
— the “pious predecessors”, other-
wise known as the first three gen-
erations of Muslims.

A 2015 report by the German Fed-
eral Office for Migration and Refu-
gees (BAMF) said there were 4.4 
million-4.7 million Muslims living 
in Germany, meaning that, despite 
the rising number of Salafists, they 
make up a tiny fraction of the Mus-
lim community.

While most Muslims in Germany 
— particularly those who are Ger-
man citizens — are thought to be 
of Turkish background and follow 
a secular understanding of the re-
ligion, it is understood that an in-
creasing number of mosques and 
Muslim community centres are 
promoting Salafist views about Is-
lam.

Although the BfV was at pains 
to draw a distinction between the 
“majority of Salafists”, who have 

nothing to do with terrorism, it did 
accept the presence of an “oppos-
ing minority of jihadist Salafists 
who use violence to pursue their 
aims”. The BfV added that all Is-
lamist terrorists identified in Ger-
many had some ties to “Salafism or 
the Salafist milieu”.

While most adherents to the 
ultra-conservative strain of Islam 
are not considered politically radi-
cal and traditionally view political 
involvement as un-Islamic, a desire 
for the implementation of Islamic 
Sharia law and an Islamic caliphate 
leaves some members at risk of 
radicalisation.

German Vice-Chancellor Sig-
mar Gabriel, who leads the coun-
try’s Social Democratic Party, last 
year called for a ban on Salafist 
mosques after an ISIS-inspired 

terrorist attack. “Salafist mosques 
must be banned, the communities 
dissolved and the preachers should 
be expelled as soon as possible,” he 
said.

Despite their comparative small 
number, German’s Salafists are 
thought to be much more organ-
ised than followers of other Islamic 
schools of thought in the country. 
German authorities have begun a 
series of measures targeting Salafist 
groups, most recently against the 
German-speaking Islamic Circle 

group in Hildesheim.
“Banning the association has 

crushed a hotspot for the radical 
Salafist scene in Germany,” Lower 
Saxony Interior Minister Boris Pis-
torius said.

In November 2016, Germany car-
ried out raids in 60 cities target-
ing 190 mosques, apartments and 
offices believed to be linked to a 
Salafist missionary network known 
as “The True Religion”. The group 
had been operating in Germany for 
more than ten years and was popu-
larly known for a nationwide cam-
paign distributing translations of 
the Quran to ordinary people.

The group was banned by the 
government in 2016 after facing 
accusations that it sought to radi-
calise young people and encour-
age them to travel to Syria and Iraq 

to join the Islamic State (ISIS) and 
other jihadist groups.

The German Interior Ministry 
said the ban had nothing to do with 
its distribution of Qurans and was 
tied to the fact that as many as 140 
youths left Germany to join ex-
tremist groups in the Middle East 
after becoming involved with the 
group. “The ban is directed against 
the abuse of religion by people 
propagating extremist ideologies 
and supporting terrorist organisa-
tions under the pretext of Islam,” 
German Interior Minister Thomas 
de Maiziere said.

“We don’t want terrorism in Ger-
many and we don’t want to export 
terrorism,” he added.

With additional reporting by news 
services.

There are more than 
10,000 Salafists in 
Germany, according 
to media reports.

Radical ideology. German police guard outside the Islamic Society of Hildesheim (DIK) mosque after a raid in Hildesheim in Germany, 
last March.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                      (AP)

‘Border hunters’ epitomise Hungary’s hostile policies
The Arab Weekly staff

London

D 

ressed all in blue, a co-
hort of Hungary’s new 
border hunters stands 
at the ready at a firing 
range. “Ready? One, 

two, three… fire,” calls the instruc-
tor. The border hunters pull out 
their pistols in unison and fire at 
their assigned targets. Welcome to 
Hungary.

Hungary’s border hunters task 
force is commissioned with cap-
turing asylum seekers who would 
subsequently be confined in con-
verted shipping containers until 
a hearing can be held to assess 
their asylum claim. A total of 324 
shipping containers have been in-
stalled at two “transit zones” to 
house detainees.

The move comes after a vote by 
Hungary’s parliament to reinstate 
the detention of all asylum appli-
cants, a practice that was suspend-
ed in 2013 following major interna-
tional pressure from the European 
Union, UN human rights groups 

and the European Court of Human 
Rights.

“This new law violates Hunga-
ry’s obligation under international 
and EU laws and will have a terri-
ble physical and psychological im-
pact on women, children and men 
who have already greatly suffered,” 
warned UNHCR Senior Communi-
cations Officer Cecile Pouilly.

“Under international and EU 
laws, the detention of refugees 
and asylum seekers can only be 
justified on a limited number of 
grounds and only where it is nec-
essary, reasonable and proportion-
ate… children should never be de-
tained under any conditions,” she 
added.

Amnesty International’s Deputy 
Director for Europe Gauri van Gulik 
also criticised the move. “Plans to 
automatically detain some of the 
world’s most vulnerable people in 
shipping containers behind razor 
wire fences, sometimes for months 
on end, are beyond the pale. This 
new border detention package is 
just the latest in Hungary’s aggres-
sive crackdown on refugees and 
migrants,” she said.

There has been particular con-
cern expressed about the effect this 
will have on minors. “These meas-
ures will even be applied to chil-
dren, a flagrant violation of inter-
national and European law…” van 
Gulik said. “We are urging the EU 
to step up and show Hungary that 
such illegal and deeply inhumane 
measures have consequences. 
Dumping all refugees and migrants 
into containers isn’t a refugee poli-
cy — it’s avoiding one.”

The first of Hungary’s border 

hunters have been sworn in and are 
preparing to augment Hungary’s 
10,000-strong security forces along 
its borders with Serbia and Croatia. 
The border hunters are equipped 
with pistols, pepper spray, batons 
and handcuffs. New recruits are 
given six months of training and 
must pass a physical and psycho-
logical test, Hungarian state police 
said.

Hungarian police have adver-
tised for 3,000 border hunters but 
there have been reports about the 
difficulty of finding the right re-
cruits. “The name is part of the 
problem as it attracts the wrong 
kind of applicant,” Hungarian po-
lice told BBC News.

Hungary’s right-wing Prime Min-
ister Viktor Orban has been heav-
ily criticised for his policy and 
discourse about immigration, in-
cluding claims that Hungary was 
“under siege” by migrants from 
Muslim countries who are threat-
ening Europe’s Christian identity.

“We are still under attack,”  
Orban told a graduating class of 
border hunters after describing im-
migration as a “Trojan Horse of ter-
rorism”. He warned that Hungary 
must do more to protect its identi-
ty. “The storm has not blown itself 
out,” he said.

Orban’s escalating discourse 
comes ahead of an October 2nd 
referendum on a European Com-

mission proposal to relocate an 
estimated 160,000 refugees more 
fairly across the European Union. 
Orban and his right-wing Fidesz 
party are calling on Hungarians to 
oppose the EU plan under which 
Hungary has been asked to accept 
1,300 refugees. Government sta-
tistics indicate that out of 177,135 
asylum applications to Hungary in 
2015, just 145 were approved.

Hungary’s government is known 
to be one of the most unfriendly 
in Europe to refugees and asylum 
seekers and has come under criti-
cism for erecting a barbed-wire 
fence in 2015 along its southern 
border to stop the flow of migrants 
into Central and Western Europe. 
Budapest began constructing a sec-
ond line of fencing along its border 
with Serbia in February, citing pres-
sure on Hungary as the gateway to 
the Schengen area.

There have been increasing re-
ports, including from Doctors with-
out Borders (MSF), of “widespread 
and systematic” violence by secu-
rity forces towards asylum seekers. 
MSF said it had treated hundreds 
of migrants, including children, for 
injuries caused by dog bites, beat-
ings and pepper spray.

“People tell us that they are beat-
en, made to lie on the ground while 
police officers stomp on them 
wearing boots… It’s like a ‘standard 
package of abuse’, a ritual of bru-
tality at the EU’s own border de-
signed to stop people from trying 
to cross,” said MSF General Direc-
tor Christopher Stokes.

“It’s just shocking that this is 
happening with European leaders 
turning a blind eye,” he added.

‘In shipping containers’. Hungarian Prime Minister Viktor Orban 
attends a swearing-in ceremony of border hunter recruits in 
Budapest, on March 7th.                                                                      (Reuters)

This new law 
violates Hungary’s 
obligation under 
international and 
EU laws.”

UNHCR Senior 
Communications Officer 
Cecile Pouilly


