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A 

fter three terrorist at-
tacks in three months, 
British Prime Minister 
Theresa May declared 
“enough is enough” and 

promised new anti-terrorism and 
anti-extremism legislation. How-
ever, after the shock election re-
sults left Britain’s political scene 
in chaos, many expressed concern 
that changes to Britain’s counterter-
rorism policy could fall through the 
cracks.

The latest terrorist attack in Brit-
ain involved a van being driven 
over pedestrians on London Bridge 
on June 3 before three Islamist ter-
rorists, wearing fake suicide vests, 
attacked revellers in the nearby 
Borough Market with knives. Eight 
people were killed by the attackers, 
who were killed by police.

London Metropolitan Police As-
sistant Commissioner Mark Rowley 
acknowledged that a new kind of 
policing was required to address a 
new kind of terror threat.

“In nine weeks, we’ve had five 
plots foiled and three successful at-
tacks. That is completely different 
to anything we have seen for a long 
time. As the prime minister has in-
dicated, we’re going to need to do 
some things differently,” he said at 
a news conference.

“We’re going to have to think 
again about the next iteration of our 
police and security service model, 
which has constantly had to inno-
vate over many decades.”

Speaking immediately after the 
attack, May said: “There is, to be 
frank, far too much tolerance of 
extremism in our country.” She 
vowed to clamp down on online 
extremism and review the govern-
ment’s broader counterterrorism 
strategy.

The attack changed the tenor of 
the election with issues of security 
and counterterrorism coming to the 
fore. The Labour Party criticised 
May’s time as home secretary dur-
ing which she presided a reduction 
of the police force by 20,000 offic-
ers. The Conservatives accused 

Labour leader Jeremy Corbyn of 
being soft on terror considering his 
contacts with Irish Republicans and 
groups such as Hamas and Hezbol-
lah.

Corbyn said there was “deep an-
ger” at cuts in police funding and 
implicitly endorsed a call for May to 
resign over security failures on her 
watch.

“There is an election, everybody 
has a choice. A lot of people are very 
angry and would have wanted her 
to resign were she still home sec-
retary… The choice is going to be 
made on Thursday by the people of 
this country,” Corbyn said.

Thirty-six hours before voters 
headed to the polls June 8, May said 
she was prepared to go even further, 
including ripping up human rights 
laws to impose greater restrictions 
on terror suspects.

“By that, I mean longer prison 
sentences for people convicted of 
terrorist offences. I mean making it 
easier for the authorities to deport 
foreign terror suspects to their own 

countries. And I mean doing more to 
restrict the freedom and the move-
ments of terrorist suspects when we 
have enough evidence to know they 
present a threat but not enough evi-
dence to prosecute them,” she told 
supporters to cheers.

However, May was only able to be 
elected as part of a minority Con-
servative government allied with 
Northern Ireland’s Democratic Un-
ionist Party (DUP), meaning any 
move to push through divisive leg-
islation will be difficult and could 
cost significant political capital.

Speaking outside 10 Downing 
Street after announcing the deal 
with the DUP, May pledged to deliv-
er the changes that she set out fol-

lowing the Manchester and London 
attacks, including “cracking down 
on the ideology of Islamist extrem-
ism and all those who support it and 
giving the police and authorities the 
powers they need to keep our coun-
try safe.”

Corbyn secured an unexpected 
strong showing in the snap general 
election, winning the largest share 
of votes for Labour since Tony Blair 
in 2005. He said the party would not 
support any move to curtail human 
rights.

“We won’t defeat terrorism by 
ripping up our basic rights and our 
democracy. We defeat terrorism by 
our communities, by our vigilance 
and by police action to isolate and 
detain those who could wish us 
harm,” he told the BBC. “The issue 
is police numbers and police secu-
rity.”

Labour had pledged to put 10,000 
additional police officers on Brit-
ain’s streets in its party manifesto 
and increase security and intelli-
gence staff. Corbyn remains head 

of a re-energised opposition party, 
with a stronger hand to push May’s 
weakened government on several 
issues, particularly Brexit and pub-
lic service funding, including police 
and security officers.

The terrorist attack on London 
Bridge and Borough Market was 
a few weeks after the Manchester 
bombing and just more than two 
months after the Westminster at-
tack. More questions were raised 
about the state of British intelli-
gence and counterterrorism after 
it emerged that the three attack-
ers — 22-year-old Moroccan-Italian 
Youssef Zaghba, 30-year-old Mo-
roccan-born Rachid Redouane and 
27-year-old Pakistani-born Khuram 
Shazad Butt — were known to au-
thorities.

“We know that Muslim communi-
ties have been reporting wrongdo-
ing that have led to arrests. We will 
continue to give our full support to 
the police and authorities,” Muslim 
Council of Britain Secretary-Gener-
al Harun Khan said in a release.
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Few options. People near the scene of the recent attack observe a minute’s silence in tribute to the victims of the attack at London Bridge 
and Borough Market in London, on June 6.                                                                                                                                                                                         (Reuters)
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The London attack 
changed the tenor of 
the election with 
issues of security and 
counterterrorism 
coming to the fore.

K
huram Shazad Butt, 
one of three attackers 
who on June 3 killed 
seven people on 
London Bridge and in 
Borough Market, was 

included in “The Jihadis Next 
Door,” a 2016 documentary by 
Channel 4. Butt was well-known 
to police and MI5 and an associ-
ate of Anjem Choudary, long-
time leader of al-Muhajiroun, a 
militant group that emerged in 
the 1990s and was radicalised 
further after al-Qaeda’s 2001 
attacks on the United States.

Butt, a father of two living in 
east London, was a former 
London Underground worker 
once thrown out of the Jabir Bin 
Zayid Islamic Centre, east 
London, for interrupting a 
sermon. Mohammed Shafiq, 
chief executive of the Ramadhan 
Foundation, has tweeted that 
Butt denounced him as “murtad” 
(apostate), after he confronted 
Choudary near parliament a day 
after soldier Lee Rigby was killed 
in south-east London in 2013.

Shafiq has said he was “not 
surprised that Khuram Butt 
carried out the terrorist attack” 
and that “many of us in the 
British Muslim community have 

been demanding action against 
these extremists to no avail.”

As well as appearing on 
Channel 4, Butt was well-known 
to CNN reporter Sandi Sidhu, 
who met him several times in 
Britain in the 2014-16 period and 
who has reported contacts 
between Butt and Abu Rumayah, 
a British man who possibly 
featured in a January 2016 
Islamic State (ISIS) execution 
video after he skipped bail on 
charges of al-Muhajiroun 
membership.

Choudary, born in Britain of 
Pakistani descent, is serving five 
years in prison after he was 
convicted last year for calling on 
Muslims to support ISIS. He had 
long been shunned by Muslim 
community groups in London 
and barred from many mosques 
but he was never short of 
publicity.

In 2010, after al-Muhajiroun 
was proscribed under British 
anti-terrorism legislation, the 
flagship BBC programme “News-
night” pitted Choudary against 
Maajid Nawaz, founding chair-
man of Quilliam, a government-
funded counter-extremism 
think-tank, who exposed 
Choudary’s faulty knowledge of 
Arabic and Islam. CNN also gave 
air-time to Choudary, which he 
used to praise “sheikh Osama bin 
Laden.”

Fox News was particularly fond 
of Choudary, interviewing him 
many times and describing him 

as a “London imam.” In January 
2015, Fox News presenter Sean 
Hannity talked to Choudary for 
more than 15 minutes after the 
killing of 12 people at the French 
satirical magazine Charlie 
Hebdo. 

In May 2015, Hannity inter-
viewed Choudary regarding 
alleged death threats against 
Pamela Geller, a right-wing US 
activist who had organised a 
competition for cartoons about 
the Prophet Mohammad. 
Hannity suggested “a fatwa” had 
been issued — by whom he did 
not say — for Geller to be exe-
cuted and pressed Choudary, 
billed as “former leader of Islam 
for the UK,” to say he supported 
this.

Choudary was always happy to 
breathe the oxygen of publicity 
offered by right-wing channels 
and websites. In 2014, he did a 
long interview with Canadian 
conservative Ezra Levant for Sun 
News, which is available on 
Levant’s YouTube Channel Rebel 
Media.

Choudary’s appearances, just 
as much as his street speeches, 
have been widely relayed around 
social media — YouTube, Face-
book and others — both by radical 
Islamists and far-rightists. The 
common motivation lies in a 
shared agenda of fomenting 
conflict between “the West” and 
Islam.

Each side needs the other. The 
far right argues that Choudary, 

Islamist extremists and the far right need each other
ISIS and al-Qaeda are the authen-
tic expression of Islam, continu-
ing a centuries-old Muslim threat 
to the West and the wider 
non-Muslim world. Never mind 
that those fighting ISIS street-to-
street in Mosul are overwhelm-
ingly Muslims.

For Islamist extremists, the far 
right shows the true face of a 
West that will never tolerate 
Islam nor stop its violence against 
Muslim countries. Never mind 
that the vast majority of Muslims 
in Britain live peacefully under its 
laws as they practise their faith.

The far right and Islamic 
extremists both detest London as 
a multicultural, multifaith city. 
Shockingly, US President Donald 
Trump’s erroneous claim on 
Twitter that London Mayor Sadiq 
Khan had downplayed the threat 
was not far from claims from 
far-right commentators that Khan 
cannot be trusted because he is a 
Muslim.

To her credit, British Prime 
Minister Theresa May defended 
the mayor, realising it is very 
unlikely London Bridge was the 
last such atrocity. 

The Irish poet William Butler 
Yeats wrote: “Things fall apart, 
the centre cannot hold.” It needs 
to hold now.

Gareth Smyth is a regular 
contributor to The Arab Weekly. 
He was chief correspondent in 
Iran for the Financial Times in 
2003-07.
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Anjem 
Choudary 
is serving 
five years 
in prison 
after he was 
convicted 
for calling on 
Muslims to 
support ISIS.

For Islamist extremists, the far 
right shows the true face of a 
West that will never tolerate 
Islam.


