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Hate crimes in the UK on the rise after Brexit vote
Mahmud el-Shafey

London

T 

he United Kingdom on 
March 29 formally trig-
gered Article 50, starting 
a 2-year process that will 
lead to Britain leaving 

the European Union following last 
year’s Brexit referendum in which 
immigration was the standout is-
sue. Two days later, a 17-year-old 
Iranian-Kurdish student, Reker 
Ahmed, was attacked by a group 
of up to 30 young people in south 
London and left fighting for his life.

“It is understood that the sus-
pects asked the victim where he 
was from and when they estab-
lished that he was an asylum seek-
er they chased him and launched a 
brutal attack,” investigating Detec-
tive Inspector Gary Castle said.

Thirteen people have been 
charged with a number of crimes, 
including violent disorder and ra-
cially aggravated grievous bodily 
harm and police appealed to the 
public for information about others 
involved in the attack.

Tell MAMA, a UK-based project 
that records and measures anti-
Muslim incidents, said there had 
been a visible increase in the num-
ber of reported incidents, particu-
larly targeting asylum seekers, in 
the past two years.

“Sadly, the targeting of people 
who are seeking refuge in the UK 
is nothing new but we have seen 

more cases over the last two years 
and particularly when the Brexit 
campaign started and after the 
mass migration of people from 
war-torn Syria and Iraq into Eu-
rope,” Tell MAMA Director Iman 
Abou Atta told Britain’s Independ-
ent newspaper.

“These are vulnerable people 
and the toxic debate around asy-
lum seekers certainly does not help 
in dehumanising some of the most 
vulnerable in our society,” she add-
ed.

Hate crimes recorded by the po-
lice increased by up to 100% in the 
months following the Brexit vote, 
data by regional police forces indi-
cated. Dorset saw more than a dou-
bling of hate crimes reported from 
July-September 2016 compared to 
the April-June period. Ten regional 
police forces reported rises of 50% 
or more in hate crimes in the same 
period.

Tell MAMA announced that there 
had been a 326% rise in incidents 
against Muslims in 2015 over the 
previous year and called on the 
government and civil society or-
ganisations to do more to address 
the issue.

“We stand in uncharted territory. 
The statistics paint a profoundly 
bleak picture of the explosion of 
anti-Muslim hate both online and 
on our streets, with visibly Muslim 
women being disproportionately 
targeted by cowardly hatemon-
gers,” Tell MAMA Co-Chairman 
Shahid Malik said last year.

Refugees who come to Britain are 
increasingly fearful of disclosing 

their true identities due to “deep 
racism and scapegoating” follow-
ing Brexit, the Independent said.

“The legitimacy that is being 
given to identifying people seeking 
asylum as part of the problem in 
our society means that people are 
feeling able to express racist ideas 
and in some instances launching 
physical attacks who might have 
previously self-controlled,” Rhetta 
Moran, a researcher working with 
displaced people, told the newspa-
per.

Despite the increasing number 
of incidents, British politicians and 

civil society groups quickly con-
demned the attack on Ahmed and 
called for greater tolerance.

British Prime Minister Theresa 
May branded the attack “absolutely 
abominable” and “completely un-
acceptable” and voiced zero toler-
ance on hate crime. London Mayor 
Sadiq Khan echoed the prime min-
ister’s sentiments and highlighted 
the tolerance in the capital.

“Hate crime has no place in Lon-
don, Britain or anywhere else. Our 
communities will not be divided by 
those who seek to sow hate and we 
will always take a zero-tolerance 

approach to hate crimes of any 
type,” he said.

A fundraiser was launched for 
Ahmed after the attack and more 
than $37,000 was raised in just a 
few days. “The public is giving a 
clear message that this young man 
is welcomed, loved and supported 
in the UK,” said Bridey Watson who 
set up the fundraiser.

“This will go a long way to ensur-
ing he sees the best after witness-
ing the very worst,” she added.

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

Uncharted territory. A general view of the Shrublands area of Croydon in London, on April 2.      (Reuters)Hate crimes recorded 
by the police 
increased by up to 
100% in the months 
following the Brexit 
vote.

There was a 326% 
rise in incidents 
against Muslims in 
2015 over the 
previous year.
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A 

s France enters the final 
week of what has been a 
frenzied and unpredict-
able election campaign, 
the only certainty is 

that there will eventually be a new 
resident at Paris’s Élysée Palace but 
only after a run-off.

Elections scheduled for April 
23 will involve 11 candidates from 
across the political spectrum. No 
clear front runner has emerged with 
most observers predicting a run-off 
between far-right National Front 
leader Marine Le Pen and centrist 
independent candidate Emmanuel 
Macron on May 7.

With nearly 40% of French voters 
still undecided for whom they will 
vote on election day, anything can 
still happen.

France’s large North African Mus-
lim community has shown scant en-
thusiasm for an election campaign 
that has evidenced a rising tide of 
Muslim fearmongering. Muslims do 
not constitute an influential lobby 
or voting bloc in France. Surveys 
indicate they are less likely to vote 
than other French nationals.

“It’s true that Marine Le Pen is 
an Islamophobe but they all are, 
so what’s the difference? She is 
the only one who will talk about it 
openly, while the rest of the candi-
dates keep it inside,” one Muslim 
French voter told the Local news 
website.

Most French candidates seem 
bent on exploiting the general an-
guish over recurring terrorist acts 
after the bloody incidents that 
shook France during the last few 
years.

Speaking during the final tel-
evised presidential debate, Le Pen 
vowed to limit immigration and 
warned against the threat repre-
sented by “radical Islam” towards 
French society. “France has become 
a university for jihadists,” she said.

Embattled centre-right candi-
date François Fillon, who had been 
viewed as a front runner before re-
cent legal troubles, has also strongly 
criticised Islam’s role in French so-
ciety. Fillon, author of “Conquering 
Islamic Totalitarianism”, called for 
administrative oversight of Islamic 
institutions in France. He repeat-
edly called for the banning of the 
Muslim Brotherhood and Salafist-
affiliated organisations.

Macron and other candidates 
from the left have appeared more 
conciliatory towards Muslims in 
France, playing down the row over 
the ban on burkinis on some beach-
es and being at pains to differentiate 
between ordinary Muslims and rad-
ical Islam. Macron, however, faces 
credibility problems from France’s 
Muslim community.

The 39-year-old former economy 
minister has sought to bolster his 
foreign-policy credentials, promis-
ing a “firmer” French foreign policy 
in the Middle East. He vowed to 
put an end to a French-Qatari tax 
exemption agreement and to seek 
“clarifications” from Riyadh and 
Doha if elected. “I will have many 
demands from Qatar and Saudi Ara-
bia in terms of their international 
policies, requesting total transpar-
ency about the role they play in the 
financing or in their activities they 
can lead vis-à-vis terrorist groups,” 
he said.

However, France’s estimated 5 
million Muslim voters, who make 

up less than 10% of the popula-
tion, appear unimpressed with the 
candidates and seem more likely 
to vote against Le Pen than for any 
particular standard-bearer.

“The candidates in the French 
presidential election know noth-
ing about Islam or Muslims,” Amar 
Lasfar, head of France’s Union of Is-
lamic Organisations, said in a state-
ment.

He said that while the “Muslim 
vote” had come out in favour of 
President François Hollande against 
his predecessor Nicolas Sarkozy in 
the previous elections, it was not 
likely that French Muslims would 
be voting as a bloc for any particular 
candidate.

However, Slimane Nadour, the 
head of communications at Paris’s 
Grand Mosque, told the Local that 
he was hearing increasing concerns 
about Le Pen’s election prospects.

“There’s a push towards extreme 
right and xenophobic parties across 
Europe but especially in France. 
Obviously, French Muslims are wor-
ried,” he said.

Nadour said that, if Le Pen makes 
it to the second-round run-off, the 
Grand Mosque was considering is-
suing an unprecedented public call. 
“If in the second round there’s a risk 
of the National Front winning, we 
may call on French Muslims to vote 
against Le Pen,” he said.

Polls indicate Le Pen and Macron 

are running neck and neck in the 
first round with about 24% of the 
vote each. Macron was universally 
projected to comfortably win the 
second round against Le Pen with 
more than 60% of the vote as the 
field would likely unite against Le 
Pen. However, in a post-Brexit and 
Donald Trump 2017, in which polls 
have famously been wrong, any-
thing could happen.

In an interview with the Journal 
du Dimanche, Macron acknowl-
edged that the final week of cam-
paigning would be crucial. “They 
[the polls] show exactly that I 
feel — that nothing is decided yet. 
We are entering a crucial phase,”  
he said.
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France has become 
a university for 
jihadists.”

French far-right candidate 
Marine Le Pen Neck and neck. Marine Le Pen (L), French far-right presidential candidate of the National Front 

party, and Emmanuel Macron, candidate for the 2017 French presidential elections of the En Marche 
movement at Carrousel du Louvre in Paris, on February 23.                                                                                                                                 (AP)


