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Foreword
Muslims, Trust and Prevent
Peter Morey

In her 2002 BBC Reith Lectures entitled ‘A Question of Trust’, Onora O’Neill considers the effect of
the then-recent 9/11 attacks. She says: ‘The collapse of those gleaming towers […] made the daily
placing of trust in others and in the normal functioning of public institutions harder […]. Where
danger and terror undermine trust, nothing is more urgent than restoring conditions for trust’.1
Unfortunately, as we now know, in the years immediately after this the Bush and Blair governments
on one side and radical Islamists on the other went about doing the exact opposite. The disastrous
consequences of international terrorist attacks and the west’s ‘War on Terror’ are still being lived
with today. Arguably, recent policies and the responses to them have merely continued this slide in
intercultural trust.
The Muslims, Trust and Cultural Dialogue project, which I lead from the University of East London,
was initially funded by the Research Councils UK. It is an international project whose aim is to
explore intercultural trust between Muslims and non-Muslims in contemporary Britain and beyond.
(Our partners have included civil society groups already involved in community engagement and
dialogue building, as well as academics from Britain and the United States.) In particular, we are
looking to understand more about what helps to build trust as well as what gets in its way. MTCD
focuses on trust in three distinct areas: society and citizenship, culture and the arts, and business
and finance. Our aim is to look for transferable paradigms for trust building: things that worked in
one area that might work in another. As such, the shift in public discourse and liabilities signalled by
the Prevent duty is of particular interest to us.
The recent revamping of the Prevent strategy, including placing an onus on public institutions to
‘have due regard to’ protecting their clientele from radicalisation, dovetails with other government
measures, and with aggressive political and journalistic rhetoric on one side and the continuing
military success and ‘rebel chic’ allure of groups such as Isis/Daesh on the other to create an
atmosphere where trust has a hard time growing. In the rhetoric surrounding radicalisation we are
also presented with the paradox whereby official discourse calls on communities to stand together
in times of terrorist attack but at other times evinces deep suspicion of the communities with whom
solidarity is being invited.
Prevent and the new duty placed on public organisations in the fight against radicalisation present
certain challenges for trust. Its implications for community relations must be considered very
carefully, given that it tends to target the kind of Islamist radicalisation much in the headlines these
days. It would, I think, be fair to say that the Prevent duty landed like a bombshell about midway
through our work. Very soon reports came in of the additional strain on trust the Prevent duty was
creating in all sorts of interactions between Muslims and public bodies.

1

Onora O’Neill, A Question of Trust: The BBC Reith Lectures 2002 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002), pp. 26–7.

When Yasmin and I were discussing the idea for the event of which this report is the outcome, one
of the things we wanted to do was to create, on a small scale, the kind of process of consultation
that appeared to have been absent, or at least somewhat attenuated, in the formulation of the
Counter-Terrorism and Security Act 2015 – particularly with regard to the duty on public bodies to
prevent people being drawn into terrorism.
This is because, as we all know, there has been much criticism of this particular provision in the Act,
both in the way in which it has been seen to extend the usual remit of public organisations such as
local government, the prison and police services, health and social workers, schools and universities
and by fundamentally changing the nature of the relationship between these bodies and the public
they serve.
Part 5, Chapter 1 of the Act requires that the ‘specified authority’ – that is, the governing body of
each organisation listed in schedule 6 (local government, criminal justice, education and childcare,
health and social care and policing) – ‘must have due regard to the need to prevent people being
drawn into terrorism’.2 The precise meaning of this, as far as implementation goes, is to a certain
extent left open to the discretion of those authorities in charge of the public bodies required to
implement the duty. However, it appears to add a ‘surveillance’ dimension to the activities of many
services that previously were able to operate in a way that, if never totally neutral, was not impacted
upon so directly by the policing requirement of government policies. Perhaps more seriously, it has
been claimed that the Prevent duty drives a wedge between the services and their (particularly
Muslim) clientele – since the underlying assumption of the wording can be read as a version of the
so-called ‘conveyor belt’ to radicalisation often associated with young Muslims in particular. As such,
I was interested to learn more about: a) whether this is the case; b) whether it can or should be
mitigated; and c) whether community alienation might be considered by some an acceptable price
to pay for greater putative security.
Certain questions seemed to jump out at us from the start. The first reflects my own professional
concerns and is about censorship. It runs like this: isn’t the university a space where extreme views
can and should be contested and discredited, their advocates allowed to expose their own stupidity,
rather than a place where tutors run to the authorities whenever an opinion is expressed that might
be suspect? Are not simplistic worldviews more likely to be effectively contested by being forced
into dialogue with other outlooks rather than policed and suppressed?
To return to the wording of the Act as it relates to universities, Section 31(2) says that ‘When
carrying out the duty [… the] specified authority [...] (a) must have particular regard to the duty to
ensure freedom of speech [and] (b) must have particular regard to the importance of academic
freedom.’3 Doesn’t this contradict the main thrust of the duty, which might require me to inform on
my students? Am I not personally and professionally compromised by being made into an agent of
the security state? (These seem to be reservations that might also apply in the fields of health and
social work where the usual nature of the job is impinged upon by an alien requirement.)
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On the other hand – and to turn to the other side of the argument – is there not a stronger case for
the Prevent duty in schools and the police and prison services where, it could be claimed, part of the
‘job description’ is the formation or reformation of character? The teacher famously stands in loco
parentis – is it possible to justify the Prevent duty by reference to this historic dimension of the role?
Likewise, in prisons, might not the specific task of reshaping character so as to avoid further
criminality be easier to align with the Prevent duty?
These questions point to some of the practical challenges of implementation in different
professional environments. However, they also highlight the broader issue of the underlying spirit of
the Prevent duty: one that subtly alters the job requirements of a number of professions. Along with
other pressures coming to bear on the public sector in this age of austerity, the Prevent duty seems
now to introduce a policing element into those services affected by it. In a time of increasing
nationalism, xenophobic utterances and hate crimes, we need to be certain that these services,
which provide some of the glue for our society, are not instead being used to separate and target an
already vulnerable and pressured part of the British population.

Preamble
Yasmin Alibhai-Brown
This joint report aims to provide a dispassionate account of perceptions and nationwide
deliberations generated by the government’s Prevent strategy, including its genesis, stated purpose
and impact. Official evaluations of state policies are mostly functional and necessarily restricted to
established parameters and remits. Our commentary ranges more freely and probes some settled
assumptions and polarised viewpoints. It is based on:


open-ended conversations with stakeholders, including government and police
representatives, academics, activists and professionals at a half-day symposium.
There was no preset agenda; the exercise was exploratory



emerging research



media reports



consultation of some key individuals, organisations and agencies.

The symposium took place in May 2016 at Friends House in Euston. The event was the start of a
longer, cooperative exploration into effective responses to Islamicist terrorism in the UK.

The Process
After some fruitful meetings, Professor Peter Morey of the University of East London and Professor
Yasmin Alibhai-Brown of Middlesex University agreed that the best approach would be a managed
‘conversation’ between diverse stakeholders including professionals, practitioners, citizens and
service users. What we envisaged was emphatically not a ‘seminar’ or ‘conference’ nor an open
public gathering. A carefully selected, small group of attendees would be invited to objectively
critique current policies, and share their concerns and ideas in a safe environment. They would be
expected to bring their own experiences and/or professional expertise. We wanted to find less
confrontational and more creative ways of discussing this divisive and difficult issue.
Morey and Alibhai-Brown had been planning the symposium since the autumn of 2015. Students,
lecturers and others had expressed strong reservations about the Prevent strategy. Those who had
voiced their concerns to us were from all racial and religious backgrounds. Both professors felt the
time was right to assess the aims and impact of Prevent. They were funded and supported by their
respective universities.
Professor Morey runs the RCUK-funded Muslims, Trust and Cultural Dialogue research project and
was a member of the Partnership for Conflict, Crime and Security Research. He co-convened a policy
workshop in September 2015 with three other leading academics to examine religion and the
security threats faced by the UK. A policy briefing followed. The researchers found a close
relationship between social alienation and faith, and recommended better engagement and
interaction between academics and the public.

Alibhai-Brown’s work as a journalist over more than thirty years and her own Shia Muslim faith had
given her insights into British Muslim lives and related issues such as immigration, nativism,
radicalisation and ever-changing external and internal landscapes.
In 1997–8, the European Year Against Racism, Yasmin Alibhai-Brown, then a senior researcher at the
think tank The Institute For Public Policy Research, organised three similar ‘conversations’ titled
‘Emerging Issues For the Millennium’. The events were jointly funded by the Paul Hamlyn
Foundation, the Local Government Association and the Home Office. The three chosen subjects
were:


Community Flashpoints: rising hostilities between British-born young people from majority
and minority communities



Young British Muslims: alienation and anger



Mixed-Race Britons: faces of the future or lost inbetweeners?

The subjects proved prescient. A number of recommendations were turned into policies. For
example, we invited some third sector change agents and activists from Northern Ireland where
Catholic and Protestant children still lived separate lives. Innovative projects there were successfully
breaking down barriers. Two local councillors from West London initiated similar projects in their
multiracial localities. Most significantly, those who attended accepted the need to break away from
silos and for collective discussions between grassroots groups and individuals, governments,
voluntary organisations, think tanks, journalists and academics. The Prevent symposium aimed to do
the same.
The symposium was inclusive and interdisciplinary. We wanted to open up pathways between
experts and ordinary citizens, between intellectuals and practitioners, between young and old,
Muslims and non-Muslims, supporters of Prevent and those who opposed the policy. We wanted to
avoid polarising ‘debates’ and hoped instead for a thoughtful, respectful, deep and wide
conversation. We designed an invitee list carefully to include a diversity of views, beliefs and
backgrounds.

This report has four sections.

Part 1 The Context
The Backstory
Background Paper
Views of Researchers, Academics and Professionals
Suggested Bibliography

Part 2 The Symposium
The Invitation and Rationale
Introductory Plenary
Short Presentations
Final Plenary

Part 3 Post Symposium Discussions and Observations
Collation of issues that emerged from the symposium
Statements sent in by some attendees
Matters raised by some individuals who were unable to attend the symposium

Part 4 Final Thoughts and Key Recommendations
Complexities and Dilemmas
Recommendations

Part 1 The Context
It is fifteen years after 9/11, ten years after the Iraq war. Through all those years there has been a
seemingly continual run of anti-terrorism policies and initiatives. Unfortunately, these have not
deterred Islamicist militants and their supporters in the UK or abroad. Isis and its satellites, as well as
newer mutations, seem emboldened and indissoluble. Wahabism, the hardline, rule-bound Islamic
practice which originated in Saudi Arabia, has spread across Europe and elsewhere and tightened its
grip. European governments, taking a laissez-faire approach, did not intervene to stop this takeover
of Islam. One could argue that such state inaction was an abdication of responsibility.
Furthermore, overt, at times official racism against Muslims seems to be getting worse. So too is
anxiety about Muslims in public spaces. (This is not acceptable or excusable but, perhaps, inevitable
in the present climate.) In early August 2016, Faizah Shaheen, an NHS mental health worker coming
back from her honeymoon, was detained and questioned by police under schedule 7 of the
Terrorism Act. Cabin crew had spotted her reading a book about Syria.4 A couple celebrating their
wedding anniversary in July 2016 were ejected from a flight from France to the USA because a crew
member reported them as suspicious. She used the word ‘Allah’ and he was sweating.5 Since the
Brexit vote, abuse of and assaults on Muslims have got markedly worse.6 Tell MAMA, which
monitors anti-Muslim violence and abuse, claims such incidents are not taken seriously by the
authorities.7
Intolerance is also getting worse within various Muslim communities. Non-Muslims are seen by the
religious puritans as infidels. Sunni/Shia splits, divisions within Sunnis and Shias, and hatred of
minority Muslim sects are creating fear, as people who consider themselves ‘true’ believers – many
of them young – intimidate those they regard as impure or ‘bad’ Muslims. In March 2016, Ahmed
Shah, an Ahmadiyya Muslim newsagent, was brutally murdered in Glasgow by a Sunni Muslim taxi
driver, Tanveer Ahmed, who drove all the way from Bradford to commit the crime. Later that year,
two young British Muslim men hammered to death an old, much-loved imam, Jalal Uddin because
they disapproved of the way he practised Islam. Fiyaz Mughal, who runs Tell MAMA, is worried that
vulnerable young men are being radicalised online, ‘absolutely destroying and cannibalising’ the
spiritual side of Islam. Older Muslims fear that their young are becoming more fundamentalist and
intolerant.8 These worrying developments are emerging in neighbourhoods, streets, mosques,
schools, universities and workplaces. Hardliners do not believe in diversity and inclusion.
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Mainstream British society has become more socially, economically and ideologically divided and
fragmented in the last fifteen years. When societies disintegrate, extremists and populists fill the
cracks. The challenges are huge, solutions hard to find. Add in mental illness, disaffection and
legitimate political anger, and the mix becomes toxic.
One key challenge in our times is how terrorism can be confronted in open, liberal democracies.
Governments are trying to grapple with both the causes and the effects of radicalisation, to come up
with policies that can stop the rise of religious violence while at the same time encouraging Muslim
engagement and protecting Muslims from discrimination. At times, these various demands have led
to bad laws or policy paralysis. For example, politicians of all parties have voted for legislation that
curtails fundamental liberties, some of the pillars of democracy. As the academic Timothy Garton
Ash warned when Theresa May tried to ban people with ‘disgusting views’ from the airwaves, ‘the
superficial, short-sighted, counter-productive “something must be done” knee-jerk reactions of
home secretaries [...] end up eroding our freedom in the name of defending it’.9

The Backstory
In the wake of Islamicist terrorist attacks in the US and London, Tony Blair and his government
introduced the counter-terrorism strategy known as Prevent, to combat the spread of extremist
ideologies by imposing a duty on schools and other educational establishments to watch, spot and
report children and young adults who appear to be influenced by them. The Conservative–Lib Dem
coalition government (2010–15) remained committed to Prevent. Yet, according to BBC home affairs
correspondent Dominic Casciani, ‘Preventing Violent Extremism [...] has been a government priority
for a decade. But despite millions of pounds, initiative after initiative, the strategy remains deeply
controversial, impossible to fully assess and, if its critics are right, fatally compromised and incapable
of achieving its goals’.10
Some professionals and Muslim organisations support Prevent and believe that, if interventions are
smart, fair and timely, they can and do protect Muslim children and young adults from extremist
ideologies and activities. Simon Cole, for example, the National Police Chiefs’ Council lead on
Prevent and Leicestershire’s chief constable, asks: ‘Why is there such a lack of balance in the debate
around Prevent [...] a laudable, voluntary diversionary scheme that is the envy of many other
nations?’.11 The think tank Quilliam has broadly welcomed Prevent’s approach: ‘the strategy’s
renewed focus on tackling pro-terrorist ideologies and on challenging extremism in schools,
universities and on the internet is much needed and long overdue’.12
Other deradicalisation experts are also positive. Sara Khan, for example, is a much respected
campaigner and co-founder of Inspire, which works with Muslim families and children to counter the
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hardline Islam that now pervades homes, mosques and communities. (Inspire is part of Channel, a
key project within the Prevent strategy.) She believes strongly that such work is essential and that
deliberate misinformation is being used to discredit Prevent and Channel policies.13 In a blog
following publication of her book, The Battle for British Islam, Khan wrote:
I have lost count of the number of articles, academic blogs and assumptions that are made
about Prevent, in particular that the ‘Muslim community’ opposes it. Not only is the use of
the term ‘Muslim community’ problematic – ignoring the rich diversity in thought, belief and
practice of Britain’s three million Muslims – but it is also simply not true that all Muslims do
oppose Prevent.
[...] In an article for the Independent [20th November 2015] , Rabah Kherbane wrote: ’our
government’s current anti-radicalisation strategy is based entirely on the premise of a socalled “conveyor belt theory”. The Home Office vouches for this theory, and it forms the
basis of the government’s flagship counter-terrorism policy Prevent.’
Yet despite these claims not being based on fact or truth they have been repeatedly stated.
Nowhere in the Prevent strategy is there support for the conveyor belt theory let alone that
the Home Office ‘vouches’ for it. Instead the government has made it clear in official
documents that there is ‘no single way of identifying who is likely to be vulnerable to being
drawn into terrorism.’ Factors, the guidance goes on to say, are wide and varied and can
include bullying, family tensions, personal or political grievances among others. The Security
Minister, Ben Wallace MP, [... confirmed] that ‘the Prevent strategy has never conflated
religious practice with radicalisation.’
But the damage by such articles are already done; the myth, one of many, is spread widely
on social media and becomes cemented in the mind of many [...] While there are legitimate
concerns about the delivery and effectiveness of Prevent [...] British Islamist organisations
have led on delivering a highly effective campaign in deliberately misinforming not only
British Muslims but wider society about what Prevent is and is not. These Islamists have not
only partnered with teaching unions, students, lawyers, teachers and academics in an
attempt to end Prevent, they have sought to malign the many Muslim organisations who do
support it creating a ‘toxic’ climate where many Muslims do not want to openly admit their
support for Prevent. As a result the loud anti-Prevent lobby end up dominating the discourse
– and narrative about Prevent.
There are valid reasons why many Muslim organisations do not want to shout from the
rooftops their support for Prevent, despite the fact that the government has engaged with
372 mosques, 385 community organisations and 156 faith organisations [in 2015–16]. Many
of these Muslim groups, doing important counter-narrative and CVE work, are vilified
because of the opposition by Islamist groups to this area of work. They are labelled as
‘native informants’ and ‘sell outs’. These counter-radicalisation groups, including my own,
have been declared ‘apostates’, ‘government spies’ and ‘traitors’ by Islamists [...]. Yet in an
era of ISIS radicalisation, it is precisely this counter-narrative work and partnership which is
13
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so urgent. The Home Office reports that 130 community based projects were delivered in
2015 reaching over 25,000 people. Online counter-narrative products to counter ISIS
propaganda produced in partnership with Muslim groups and the government generated
over 15 million viewers online in 2015. This is vital work.14
On the opposite side, some public figures have come out against the strategy. In February 2016, a
letter highly critical of the Counter-Terrorism and Security Act 2015 was published in The Guardian:
‘[It] is undermining the very ethos and relationships of mutual trust and openness that are
fundamental to [...] our public services [...] is eroding liberties and deepening discrimination against
Muslims’.15 The 380 signatories included lawyers Michael Mansfield, Imran Khan and Geoffrey
Bindman, Jenny Jones of the Green Party, academics such as Professor Arun Kundnani of New York
University, human rights activists and others.
In May 2016 the current Conservative government expanded Prevent’s legal remit, announcing new
legislation to ‘prevent radicalisation [and] tackle extremism in all its forms’.16 A number of
organisations were to be circumscribed; extremists inciting violence would be gagged. There was to
be more monitoring of broadcast and online material. Teachers, lecturers and other professionals
were expected to look out for unspecified signs of radicalisation. In response, a number of
organisations and individuals – of all races, faiths and no faith – issued a statement expressing deep
concern about Prevent.17 The signatories included Liberty, Index on Censorship, the Muslim Council
of Britain, the Jewish Council for Racial Equality, the National Secular Society, the British Institute for
Human Rights, journalists Peter Osborne and Owen Jones, Bishop Dr Eric Brown, Sir Peter Fahy
(former chief constable of Greater Manchester Police), Dalwardin Babu (former chief superintendent
with the Metropolitan Police), academics and lawyers.
Teachers, lecturers and students are feeling the pressure of the Prevent requirement and are
starting to question its effectiveness; some feel that the programme itself could, unintentionally,
lead to further disaffection among young Muslims. In February 2016, Britain’s terror watchdog called
for an independent review of the strategy because it was sowing mistrust and fear in Muslim
families and mosques and becoming ‘a significant source of grievance’ according to David Anderson,
QC, the independent reviewer. He also raised concerns that some requirements were ‘ineffective or
being applied in an insensitive or discriminatory way’.18 After nine months of gathering evidence,
the joint home affairs committee strongly suggested that Prevent had become a toxic brand and
needed rebranding and rethinking.
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There are strong views on both sides. The symposium was necessary and timely. This report
attempts to explore the aims, methods and effectiveness of the strategy.

Background Paper
Agencies [will be expected] to protect vulnerable people — including children — from those who
seek to brainwash them with extremism propaganda so we build a stronger society around our
shared liberal values of tolerance and respect.
The Queen’s Speech, May 201619

The current wave of terrorist attacks in France and threat of imminent terror attacks towards the UK
indicate that terrorism can harm our communities anywhere, at any time.
The spike in hate crimes since the Brexit vote have highlighted that attacks may come not just from
Islamist inspired ideologies but also from the far right. The heightened risk from incidents committed
by previously unknown individuals who have been radicalised online makes it clear that protecting
and supporting those vulnerable to extremist ideologies is not a job for police and security services
alone.
We all have a duty and a part to play in keeping our communities safe; to help build resilience
against those that seek to groom and recruit individuals to an ideology of hate, and to ensure we
recognise the common signs of radicalisation.
Prevent ensures that help is available, interventions can be made and that the response is
proportionate to the risk. Those that have received support under the duties are grateful that they
have been prevented from going down the path of criminality and harm to themselves and others.
Kalsoom Bashir, co-director of Inspire which supports Prevent

[The counter-terrorism strategy is] designed to tackle the problem of terrorism at its roots,
preventing people from supporting terrorism or becoming terrorists themselves. Prevent operates in
the ‘pre criminal space’.
Southern Health NHS20

The Prevent programme we inherited from the previous government was flawed. [...] It failed to
confront the extremist ideology at the heart of the threat we face [...] we will respond to the
19
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ideological challenge [...]. But we will not work with extremist organisations that oppose our values
of universal human rights, equality before the law, democracy and full participation in our society.
[...] we will work with education and healthcare providers, faith groups, charities and the wider
criminal justice system [...] We will make sure that [monitoring and evaluation] are improved [...] we
will use smart engagement [quoting Nick Clegg].
Theresa May, home secretary, government paper, 201121

The Prevent strategy has created unease and uncertainty around what can be legitimately discussed
in public [...] By dividing, stigmatising and alienating segments of the population, Prevent could end
up promoting extremism rather than countering it. [...] When you have a sense that there is spying
going on at every corner, when you don’t know who is a spy, it almost goes back to the communist
days in the Soviet Union. [...] None of us want to live in a country where you are not sure where the
next bomb is going off, but none of us want to live in a country where you’ve got to look over your
back and watch what you say because you don’t know how it’s going to be used.
Maina Kiai, UN special rapporteur, April 201622

Unless you can define what extremism is very clearly then it’s going to be really challenging to
enforce. We don’t want to be the thought police. We absolutely don’t want to be the thought police.
Simon Cole, police lead for the anti-radicalisation programme23

On 12 August 2016, it was reported that Kadiza Sultana, 17, had been killed in a Russian bomb attack
in Syria. She was one of the three schoolgirl ‘jihadi brides’ from east London who, in 2015, cheerfully
went off to Syria, for reasons that still remain unknown. Teachers had high hopes for these
promising pupils. The whole nation was shocked by their actions, their flight from families, a
democratic and relatively free nation and a bright future. Agencies, families and educators were left
wondering if they could have done anything to stop this tragedy.
On the day after Sultana died, on BBC Radio 4’s Today programme, presenter Mishal Husain
interviewed Rushnara Ali, MP for Bethnal Green and Bow, and Sara Khan, founder of the counterextremism charity Inspire (see above). One part of the interview, summarised below, focused on the
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Prevent agenda. It encapsulates the divide between those who advocate and defend the Prevent
strategy and those who are apprehensive about its motives and effects.
Khan and Ali both agreed that impressionable young people were being groomed online by
persuasive and manipulative terrorists. They also agreed that children and teenagers were being
radicalised, that they needed to be taught about Islam in a British context and given the vital skills
and confidence to enable them to live in a multi-faith, multi-racial society without losing their
identities. According to Khan, most of these young people had no critical thinking skills and did not
know enough about non-violent, pluralistic, humane Islam. She genuinely believed that young
Muslims were in greater danger than a year ago. The number of websites had proliferated and the
reach of Daesh was wide. She vigorously defended the Prevent programme and felt that the hostility
to government policies was overstated. Inspire had worked with Muslim organisations and families,
some of whom had referred their own misinformed and manipulated children. She was critical of
those who systematically discredited and misrepresented the strategy. This was not about spying,
the criminalisation of blameless Muslims or stigmatising men with beards and women who wore
hijabs or niqabs. She gave an example of a 13-year-old girl who wrote a poem about her early
radicalisation and how Channel helped her free her mind.
Rushnara Ali was more cautious and critical of these government initiatives. She had found a lot of
antagonism and suspicion in her constituency. She called for a national inquiry, a ‘proper
assessment’ of the causes of radicalisation and the measures put into place to combat the appeal of
Islamicism: ‘Some of the policies, in my view, are quite misguided. There are misunderstandings and
mutual suspicion. Muslim families need to be heard, joint working partnerships are needed. Trust
most of all.‘
Here is another example of fiercely opposing views: Muslim students at a London university, from
the same department, were asked to talk frankly about the Prevent agenda. Student A: ‘My brother
was nearly gone to Syria to join Isis. I found his tickets and stole his passport. The family then got
him into a deradicalisation course. He was very angry and we thought he would run away. He was
only 15 years old. They helped him to lose that madness. They told him the truth about Islam. We
don’t have any problem living in this country. This is very important. Those Isis guys are getting
inside their brains, teaching them very bad things. We have to get into that hot brain’. Student B:
‘Someone complained about me and I had to go through so many interviews about what I think.
They say it is the law. What law tells me what to think? I feel like a criminal. They ask me why I am
becoming an engineer. Why I support Palestine. Really maybe I should be a terrorist because they
think I am. So many Muslim men telling me they are insulted and so angry. Is this a free country?’
In an impartial assessment of the policies, it is vital to reflect these diverse viewpoints, the
unresolved and ongoing disagreements about a strategy that has had several incarnations.

Views of Researchers, Academics and Practitioners
The liberal newspaper The Economist recently argued that despite their flaws, above all their lack of
transparency, British early intervention measures have, on the whole, been successful in preventing
the kind of terrorist acts that have affected France and Belgium. However, professionals and
academics remain deeply sceptical. For example, the Royal College of Psychiatrists has clearly

articulated the ethical and clinical tensions that doctors and other medical staff face.24 The duty to
safeguard both patients and public is tested by the Prevent duty asking them to, ‘in the exercise of
[their] functions, have due regard to the need to prevent people from being drawn into terrorism’.25
The unintended consequences of this may be, among other things, discouraging patients in need of
treatment from seeking professional help and further stigmatising vulnerable groups coming to the
UK from war-torn countries. A public letter signed by over 140 academics called for a systematic
review of the Extremism Risk Guidance 22+ (ERG22+) framework, currently used to assess and refer
those at risk of ‘radicalisation’, because the research identifying the risk factors is not rigorous and
not open to scrutiny.26
Prevent, one of the four ‘workstreams' of CONTEST, the government’s counter-terrorism strategy
launched in 2003, was designed to stop people becoming terrorists or supporting terrorism. This has
included training public sector workers, launching counter-propaganda messages and early
intervention schemes, such as the Channel project which works closely with those considered at risk
of joining extremist groups. From its inception, there appear to have been three major underlying
problems. First of all, reasonable definitions of what actions constitute early warning signs of
extremism and how to measure the success of the strategy are hotly debated and contested.
Secondly, research projects assessing the impact of the programme not only do not have access to
all the information needed for a holistic overview, but also require time to analyse their results. In
the meantime, the strategy is constantly undergoing substantial amendments with each new
government in office. The counter-terrorism strategy was revised in 2009 (aka CONTEST 2), 'in the
light of a “deeper understanding” of radicalisation’ 27 and again in 2011, this time under the coalition
government led by the Conservatives. The academic research, therefore, while highlighting some of
the bias and discriminatory practices evident in the programme’s framing and implementation, is
always struggling to keep up with the latest developments, last in line the Counter-Terrorism and
Security Act,28 which received Royal Assent on 12 February 2015, and its Prevent Duty Guidance,29
last updated in March 2016.
Alongside Pursue (aimed to stop terrorist attacks), Protect (efforts to strengthen protection) and
Prepare (the minimisation of impact), Prevent, or the PVE (Preventing Violent Extremism)
programme as it is also known, was first developed under the direction of Tony Blair’s New Labour
government and much emphasis was placed at the time on the idea of ‘winning hearts and minds’
through the engagement of Muslim organisations and local communities with a high percentage of
Muslims — what O’Toole, DeHanas and Modood refer to as the ‘values-led approach’.30
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Soon after the first release of the CONTEST strategy in 2008, the PVE programme was heavily
criticised for conflating integration and security.31 The securitisation of integration policies in the
aftermath of the 7/7 bombings of 2005, when it became clear that the terrorist threat was mainly
‘home-grown’, and the problematic funding of Prevent, which mixed policing and community
projects aimed at strengthening cohesion, only alienated Muslim communities and damaged the
reputation of many organisations working at a local level.32 It was also clear that certain
communities were specifically targeted given that all 30 authorities considered to be at ‘high risk’ by
the Home Office at the time had a high percentage of Muslim inhabitants, which led Birt to conclude
that, while ‘[t]he terrorist threat remains real enough, […] Prevent has become too unfocused, and is
in danger of compromising both policing and local service provision by sowing greater mistrust
between communities’.33
The former Prime Minister David Cameron and his Conservative and Liberal-Democrat coalition
government appeared to have taken on board some of these objections, finally separating cohesion
projects from the Prevent programme. The hope was that the unintended consequences of this ‘Big
Society’ approach, i.e. the greater autonomy given to localities and the reduction in funding, would
‘sustain more participatory modes of engagement with Muslims’.34 In his speech at the 2011 Munich
Security Conference, however, despite stressing that terrorism was in no way linked exclusively to
any one religion or ethnic group, Cameron reinforced the idea that certain communities in the UK
were leading ‘parallel lives’, reflecting observations made in the Cantle report (2011) on cohesionbuilding following the riots in Oldham and Bradford. In denouncing the previous government’s
‘hands-off tolerance’, Cameron declared that it was time to get to the root of the problem and tackle
the non-violent extremism that distorts Islam and radicalises young western people who question
their sense of identity and belonging. The solution was ‘strengthening […] the security aspects of our
response, on tracing plots, on stopping them, on counter-surveillance and intelligence gathering’.35
The question of security provides an interesting lens for further analysis. In his book Securing the
State, the intelligence and security coordinator in the Cabinet Office from 2002 to 2005, David
Omand, explains how there are limits to what governments can do to protect the public and that
'since there is no absolute security to be had at an acceptable financial or moral cost in this world, at
every stage a balance must be maintained within the framework of human rights based on the timehonoured principles of proportionality and necessity’.36 When the counter-terrorism strategy was
first drafted the main threat was Al-Qaida, an organisation whose religious and political ideology was
widely debated in both academic and government circles, but who overall seemed to privilege,
through an elitist structure, organised cells and coordinated attacks. The current context is said to
have changed considerably. Al-Qaida has been replaced by Daesh, which the Home Office considers
to be larger in scope and more insidious in its ability to lure young people in, with many attacks now
carried out by individuals referred to as ‘lone wolves’. Mirroring this change, the threat linguistically
31
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evolved from the ‘violent extremism’ of the Islamist, jihadist and Salafist/Takfiri kind to the
privileging of terms such as ‘non-violent extremism’ and ‘radicalisation’, a concept now central to
terrorism studies and counter-terrorism policy-making.37 What is paradoxical, however, is that
precisely at the moment when the state security apparatus appeared to be physically at a
disadvantage and less able to respond to attacks, governments were suggesting that the roots of
terrorism ’could be investigated, analysed and subjected to policy solutions beyond the use of
physical force’.38 Risks are no longer understood as objective threats, leading interventions to focus
on ‘risk-management’ and knowledge production aimed at answering the why and how of terrorist
acts.39 Yet, as Kundnani explains, the way the state chooses to understand the political violence
directed against it reveals a racialised discourse, reserved mainly for Muslims, that is unwilling to
acknowledge the political subjectivity of those who are critical of recent western foreign policy.40
With surveillance and intelligence gathering shaping the revised Prevent programme and finding its
way into civil society, balancing freedom and security appears to be placed in the hands of teachers,
social workers, healthcare workers and police, with disastrous consequences for community
cohesion and civic trust. The challenge for current academic research is to keep up with changing
legislation and to ensure that findings and interventions are shared across disciplines and fields to
coordinate appropriate responses.
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Part 2 The Symposium
The Invitation and Rationale

University of East London, Middlesex University and British Muslims for Secular Democracy
Symposium on the Government’s Prevent Strategy
Monday, 23 May 2016
9am–1pm
Friends House, 173–177 Euston Road, London, NW1 2BJ
Chairs
Peter Morey (PM)
Yasmin Alibhai-Brown (YAB)
Assisted by
Tehmina Kazi, Director, British Muslims for Secular Democracy
Alaya Forte, Research Student, Centre for Gender Studies, SOAS
We would like to invite your participation in a forthcoming event to discuss one of the key recent
policy developments aimed at deradicalisation. In the Queen’s Speech we learnt that the
government’s Prevent strategy now includes the imposition on public bodies of a statutory duty
proactively to support and implement controversial processes of monitoring for signs of
radicalisation. The ‘Prevent duty’, which obliges schools, universities, hospitals and prisons to identify
those who may be vulnerable to radicalisation, has been said to fundamentally change the
interaction between these sectors and those to whom they cater.
This conversation brings together academics, journalists, teachers, policy-makers and other
stakeholders to discuss this statutory duty. Participants will be invited to consider its implications and
effects, in principle and in practice. We will discuss its rationale and informally assess its impact,
considering the motivations for the policy, its objectives and its effects. Is the policy working, or does
it create further problems in terms of alienation and mistrust? Or is the strategy achieving some real
and important changes in minds and hearts? The meeting will be held under Chatham House rules
which means presentations, interactions and interventions can be reported and disseminated but the
identities and affiliations of the participants cannot be revealed.
Our deliberations will be informal. After the symposium, further research and interviews, we will aim
to produce a recommendation document to inform future thinking in this area.

So, to reiterate, this was a closed, invite-only event. Numbers were kept down to around 30
participants. There were to be no formal papers presented and no lead speakers. A Home Office
Prevent official as well as representatives of the NUT and NUS were to get five minutes to address
the meeting, uninterrupted. A human rights lawyer and senior Met officer would also provide their
perspectives. The symposium would be discursive and non-confrontational.
Those who accepted the invitation and took part included academics, representatives of anti-racist
organisations, Muslim organisations and Jewish human rights groups, students, activists, individuals
from state services, the law, the police and the Home Office and journalists. They came from
London, the north and the Midlands. Alibhai-Brown chaired the first part, Morey the second part.
The opening remarks were collectively drafted.

Introductory Plenary
Introductions and opening remarks
YAB: The idea behind this symposium was to bring together people from all kinds of professions, to
have a sober, non-partisan, non-emotional conversation around this government strategy. It has
been a very polarised debate, but by putting together this event we thought we might be able to
break through the deadlocks, engage creatively, produce a report and pass this on to government
and institutions. This is a private, invitee-only meeting and Chatham House rules apply. We want to
be able to talk freely and frankly (no tweeting please).
PM: [Introduces the work of MTCD (Muslims, Trust and Cultural Dialogue) and how discussions
around Prevent are being approached from the project’s focus on intercultural trust.] We want to
find out about the effects of the Prevent strategy on intercultural trust from the experts and those
who are affected by it.
YAB: [Introduces some of the issues that have come up over the last year or so and some points that
have emerged from the Queen’s Speech.]
Attendees introduce themselves.
PM: In the formulation of the Security Act, some points have been attenuated. There has been a lot
of criticism of the Act, especially because of the remit on public organisations and because it appears
to fundamentally change the relationship between public and public bodies. [Refers to schedule 6 of
the Act: ‘must have due regard to the need to prevent people from being drawn into terrorism’.] The
meaning is left to the discretion of those authorities. One of the concerns is that it appears to add a
surveillance dimension to those services that avoided those kinds of requirement. It also appears to
have driven a wedge between those services and the Muslim communities that use them. There is
finally a question of semantics. We must consider the additional strain on trust that the Prevent
Duty puts on relations between communities. Is community alienation is an acceptable price to pay
for community security?
These following observations are from a university perspective. Isn’t the university a space where
extreme views should be voiced and contested rather than ‘prevented’? [Refers to Section 31(2) on
freedom of speech and academic freedom.] The question is, am I not personally and professionally

compromised by being made an agent of the state? This also applies to other sectors. But if we
wanted to see the other side, is there perhaps a stronger case for the Prevent duties in schools,
prisons and police where there is a stress on the formation and reformation of character? We
should, therefore, reflect on the strengths and weakness of current policies.
YAB: Prevent has become a dog-whistle word, but shouldn’t we separate the areas where it has had
an impact? There is a change in the way Muslim communities are thinking in relation to how they
live in the west. There are also some serious emerging problems of deep alienation. We haven’t got
a representative from Inspire, an organisation that feels very strongly that the Prevent programme is
working in schools. I would like to remember David Anderson, QC’s statements about its
requirements becoming a significant cause of grievance and being applied in discriminatory ways.
Several organisations and respected men and women are greatly concerned Prevent will feed on the
very commodity that terrorist thrive on, which is fear. There is another important point to consider:
when it comes to young Muslims who are drawn to terrorism and violence, we never seem to ask
about psychology – they are only influenced by external agencies. New evidence signals that there
appears to be a link with people who are vulnerable to mental ill-health. Simon Cole, chief constable
of Leicestershire police, says that 44% of young Muslim referred to Channel have mental health
vulnerabilities.41

Short Presentations
Statement from Nazir Afzal, former chief crown prosecutor for north-west England
‘For a quarter of a century I prosecuted those who caused harm and those who would wish us harm
[…] the threat from terrorism is evolving, growing and […] the process of radicalisation is speeding
up […] It’s not just violent extremism that needs to be tackled but sympathy and support for
extremist messages themselves. Since the Rushdie affair of 1989, there has been a growing
extremist movement in the UK with global links to Islamicist organisations.’ Their message, fears
Afzal, is sophisticated and the state does not have the capacity to counteract these narratives,
without appearing to be heavy-handed. The way forward is open debate and various sectors coming
together to build a more resilient civil society through civic engagement. (Full statement in the
appendix.)
YAB: The government has been very good in sending out people to other countries to encourage
civil society, but this does not happen here. We know that there was no trust in society in former
communist countries and this led to terrible chaos. We don’t want that to happen here. We should
start thinking of what can be done …

Home Office representative
‘I wanted to begin by talking about the threat that drives the counter-terrorism strategy.
‘It’s severe (on four), but the rise of Daesh has fundamentally changed the nature of the threat. AlQaida was small, elitist whereas Daesh is large, has claims to statehood and uses language which
appeals to young vulnerable people. It tells them, “Come to us or, if you can’t travel to Syria and
Iraq, go and kill people where you are”. This is very difficult to counteract. Around 850 people have
41
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travelled to take part in the conflict in Syria and Iraq, and we also witness women taking their
children. There is a real reason behind this and it doesn’t just affect Britain. People have travelled
out from other European countries. The response needs to be appropriate, focusing on early
intervention and safeguarding and this is at the heart of the policy. Civil society groups delivered
counter-narrative campaigns and over 50,000 institutions were reached by our network of Prevent
professionals. There are, however, no easy signs and pathways that lead to radicalisation and
religious practice is not associated with that. But we do know that there are backgrounds and
psychological drivers that can lead to openings that can be exploited during identity formation.
Those people can be radicalised and be drawn in. Teachers are essential in helping us identify this
and the Prevent duty has been brought in to improve that consistency. It is the governing bodies
that are required to implement this, not individuals, and we must make sure that those governing
bodies understand what needs to be done. Let us be clear though, Prevent does not target Muslims,
Daesh targets young British Muslims. Prevent provides support where it is needed and covers all
forms of terrorism, including neo-fascism. Obviously Daesh is the greatest threat at the moment and
that is where most of our efforts are aimed at, but it is not about spying. Radicalisation is only
another form of harm. We provide training as to what some of the signs of radicalisation are to raise
some awareness if there are some concerns, so that it can be dealt with in an appropriate way. We
do not want to stifle debates and universities should be safe spaces, where extremist views can be
resisted. Part of the Prevent duty is to ensure that, if alternative views are voiced, these need to be
challenged by a strong chair and/or opponents. There is a void of information, however, and this
must certainly be improved.’

Response by a representative of the National Union of Teachers
‘We are addressing this issue but are still being criticized. We believe there needs to be a
fundamental review of the Prevent Duty as it is unhelpful in schools. We agree 100% that teachers
and schools have a duty to keep children safe and look for signs of vulnerability. This is what
teachers and schools do, so looking out for signs should be done in that context and not under
Prevent. There are four main points we would like to highlight:
1) There is no regulation and accreditation for who does the training. It is done by a range of
organisations and it has been done very badly (e.g. existence of online certifications). We’ve
heard of people going on training courses where they have been told that speaking Arabic
and wearing the headscarf are signs of concern.
2) It is now a subject of Ofsted inspection: this creates fear of failing and provokes an
overreaction among teachers and schools. This is a serious issue: 4000 referrals over 18
months is a cause of concern and not a sign that the Prevent Duty is working.
3) The effects on the relationship between teachers and students. The guidelines are
unclear: where do the boundaries lie? Also, this relationship is strained by having Ofsted on
the teachers’/schools’ back and forms of self-censorship. This does pose a real risk: if these
opportunities (to talk and discuss issues) are not being taken in schools, this pushes young
people towards the internet and other spaces, which we want to raise awareness about.

4) The coupling of the Prevent strategy with a set of British values (e.g. democracy, freedom
of speech, respect and tolerance, rule of law). Defining them as ‘British’ at a time when the
relationship with the state is vulnerable makes having these discussions a little harder.
‘People are internalizing these worries (e.g. students coming into school meetings fearing that the
matters under discussion fall under Prevent). Young people are asking: why are they talking about
us? Reports being written about failing schools where observations are being made about the
headscarf being worn because it is a “barrier to learning” and David Cameron’s recent words about
Muslim women not speaking English does create a sense of “them” and “us”. Government should
listen to what teachers are saying about the impact the Prevent duty is having on schools and its
unintended consequences.’

Tehmina Kazi reflecting on Inspire and its position
‘Sara Khan set up Inspire in 2009. They deliver Prevent training to teachers and these teachers have
responded very positively to these interventions. This led Inspire to launch the Make the Stand
campaign. The programme included a series of workshops aimed at Muslim women (mothers,
daughters, sisters, wives, etc.) and an open letter to young women who were thinking of joining IS,
making them think of how to become more civically engaged. All these initiatives had some impact.’

Initial responses to introductions and interventions


The state and the agencies of the state were at first unwilling to acknowledge that there was
a problem when observing what was happening in mosques. There was a fear of engaging
with that conversation and they didn’t feel comfortable going into a context where they
could cause offence. Early concern was framed as a security response and not as
understanding. In other words, they looked at the issues through a security paradigm, not a
human rights paradigm. This country is struggling to have a conversation with the Other
within a broader conversation about human rights. Unless we put that set of issues within
the human rights context then it won’t be successful.



There is a lot of confusion within wider society about the Prevent duty and civil
organisations working on training.

Breakout Groups
Four self-selected breakout groups were formed. These were of believers, cynics, undecideds and
don’t knows. Their feedback has been summarised in Part 3 of this report.

Final Plenary
Second round of interventions
A short assessment by a professor from the LSE
‘This relates to something that bubbled up in the previous discussion: freedom of speech and
academic freedom, concepts applicable to a broader democracy.
‘In reviewing the Prevent duty, it became clear that we must differentiate between the CounterTerrorism and Security Act 2015 and Prevent Guidance.
‘The university sector is being over-compliant and if it had legal literacy it would feel able to say that
freedom of speech and academic issues are paramount, trumping security issues.
‘If you read the Act it leans quite heavily on the 1986 acts, so it guarantees the university to secure
freedom of speech. It is possible, from a legal point of view, to claim that when “non-platforming”
takes place it borders on the edge of legality. Universities are still public authorities and it is illegal
for them to act against EU Human Rights. “The chilling effect” should be addressed because
universities could be accused of not doing their job properly. Where they can’t demonstrably prove
the harming effect (very difficult in many cases) then the events should take place. Prevent guidance
is only guidance whereas the law encourages universities to be braver. The whole university should
be viewed as a safe space and this can be done.
‘The university sector has lost all its confidence in how you can draw people out to discuss these
issues publicly.’

A representative giving the view of some Muslim students in the National Union of Students
‘The NUS has been actively campaigning, highlighting issues to deal with Prevent and raising
awareness. The question is, why do we oppose it?
‘We see Prevent as a policy which disproportionately targets Muslim people and radicalised
communities. It is ineffective in tackling extremism, but it is effective in stifling dissent and shutting
down criticism of the state and its foreign policies. In spaces of learning and education, there were a
lot of warnings from members of civil society that were missed by people in government, and this
has led us to where we are now, where lots of young people are being referred for really minor
things. Schools and universities feel that they are liable and this leads to this situation. The level at
which schools are engaging with Prevent is over-enthusiastic, over-compliant and not really
engaging with the risk of radicalisation, whatever that may be. Prevent stifles some of our civil
liberties and “British values” are a hotly contested issue/term. Many campaigners have had the
support of civil organisations, e.g. Liberty, and government officials who are critical of Prevent.
‘Prevent cannot be reformed because of its discriminatory essence and it’s quite dangerous. It ties in
with other problematic policies. Because of the roots of Prevent and the effect that it has had –
disproportionate referrals and targeting Muslim students – it goes beyond freedom of speech in
universities. The language that has developed around Prevent, that it is safeguarding people, is
based around flawed theory. A lot of organisations that are critical of Prevent are not only critical of
restrictions of freedom of speech. What worries me is that there should be, and I quote, “no

ungoverned spaces” where Prevent isn’t active. This culture of surveillance is being normalised and
is happening without question. The language of terrorism is a way in which the state has expanded
its duty on the private, it plays on many fears that people have in society and has led to statesanctioned Islamophobia. What is the solution then? We are highlighting the flaws, but we should
also consider carefully whatever is going to be proposed, so that it is not rushed in the way that
Prevent was. Prevent needs to be dismantled.’

Responses to interventions

- We need to bring this whole debate into the light but there is a fear among Muslims of discussing
the issues that impact on this agenda. One solution is the teaching of Islam through citizenship.
Take the example of Oldham where they asked Hizb ut-Tahrir to contribute to lessons and raise
any issues to the programme. Nobody came up. Prevent has driven these discussions
underground! If you don’t speak you can never challenge the debate theologically.

- There are many humanist and secularist societies that are pushing for human rights discussions
(e.g. Quilliam) and are very successful in that.

- [Hizb ut-Tahrir] is unplatformed by the NUS and Quilliam has proposed an alternative space to
non-platforming through strong contestation.

- PM: The idea of closing down debates has been picked up by groups very broadly – they are not
simply Muslim and Prevent discussions.

- The current population on university campuses is very diverse and students see themselves as
customers (e.g. evangelical Christians can do what they like regardless of advice and guidance).
There are huge issues about what happens on campus and the time has come to give active
support to the university sector to promote best practices regarding active dissension.

- Let’s not forget the role that representative groups play in the discussion (e.g. MCB, Mend and
CAGE). What happens to the discussion when state-supported/sanctioned groups are
intervening?

- The focus is on the Muslim population, despite everything that is being said. We are talking about
how they are being radicalised by extremists organisations, but to what extent are the policies
that the state is promoting radicalising young people and exacerbating their sense that they are
not fitting in? The other point is about referrals: there will never be a ‘quantifiable’ sense that it
works. Are we creating a bureaucracy that states it is being successful by the fact that there are
referrals, but is not actually tackling the causes? Because everybody is so afraid of missing ‘the big
one’, the bureaucracy kicks in when teachers are only using common sense and judgement, and
this entails major reactions on minor incidents.

- There is a racialised dimension to Prevent: e.g. the case of the school in Barnsley where they were
not worried about radicalisation (EDL activity) as ‘their cohort of pupils are from the white British
majority’, but staff were to continue to monitor the BME cohort. This shows how schools are

interpreting Prevent. The difference between Prevent and no-platform is that the former is topdown and the latter bottom-up.

- Home Office representative: The duty of universities is to provide freedom of speech within the
law. The universities need to take account of the statutory guidance, but they must follow their
legal requirements. The duty is preventing people from joining terrorist groups. As for statesupported groups, it is about civil society and this is about grassroots organisations coming up
with their own projects that are then asking for funding from the state. Question: Isn’t there some
form of censorship in the way your office provides funding? Response: We are only providing
funding for projects that are stopping radicalisation.

- It would be a great idea for the state to fund Prevent reviews, on what is working and what is not.

Concluding remarks
YAB: There are some serious steps that the government could take to deal with these threats, but
doesn’t (e.g. make a stand on Saudi Arabia).
So many individuals and organisations are saying Prevent is counterproductive and this should be
taken on board by the government. Something like Prevent cannot work without the trust of the
people. However, too many Muslims are in denial about these threats and simply want no
interference, interventions or policies. Those are unrealistic expectations.
Islamicist terrorism is a real and growing threat across the world, from south to north, east to west.
2016, thus far, has seen much bloodshed and chaos across Europe and the world. Suicide bombs in
some parts, organised extremist Muslims in others, lone killers too have successfully created terror
and uncertainty. Nowhere feels safe any more. It is creating fissures, uncertainty and anxieties in all
communities and professions. Doing nothing is not an option.
Local governments, other state and also private institutions and good citizens of all ethnicities and
faiths would agree there is a problem to be addressed and that national security and cohesion are
vital for a stable nation. The problem is that this common purpose has not, thus far, led to
cooperation or productive interchanges between the various sectors, communities, the powerful
and the citizenry.

Part 3 Post-Symposium Discussions and Observations
Organisers of the symposium had meetings to discuss and analyse the conversations. We received
further briefings from attendees. We also met with a few individuals who could not attend. The
following points were raised, clarified or emphasised during and after the symposium.

1. The law
The Counter-Terrorism and Security Act 2015 requires that public bodies ‘must have due regard to
the need to prevent people being drawn into terrorism’, without specifying how this is to be
achieved. One of the most problematic aspects of this requirement is that it compels such
organisations to police the individuals with whom they work in a way that can create distrust
between services and their clientele. A large variety of public bodies is drawn in under the Prevent
duty – from schools and universities to hospitals, from social workers to prison officers – but its
impact is felt differently in different professional spheres. In addition, the driving motive for Prevent
sometimes seems to come into tension with existing professional activities, for example in
universities, where the it can compromise the professional importance of safeguarding freedom of
speech.
In the present state of things, where distrust of politicians and disaffection with democratic
processes appear endemic and where there is a need to garner confidence in the mechanisms of law
and civil society, it is particularly important that initiatives such as Prevent are carefully thought
through and regularly revised. When it comes to situations where cultural difference is in play, we
have to balance the need for security with fairness. It is important not simply that deradicalisation
initiatives work in a non-discriminatory way but that they are seen to do so by all parties.
Concerns were expressed by our contributors at the potentially discriminatory implementation of
Prevent (of which more later). For young people in particular, the agenda being pursued through
Prevent does not correspond with their understanding of freedom, which includes freedom of
expression. There are concerns that Prevent is an undue and negative embellishment of existing
laws on incitement and hate speech.
There is also a concern that, in its form as a duty for public institutions, Prevent would make lay
intelligence experts of us all – sifting and judging another’s statements and motives – without the
training necessary to perform this task judiciously.
Police chiefs consulted after the event were keen to point out that the intention of the new policy is
not entrapment, harassment or discrimination, but safeguarding. Impressionable young people need
to be protected from extremists in the same way as they do from manipulative sexual predators.
They felt that the law and enforcement was deliberately being misrepresented to the public and fear
generated unnecessarily.

2. Perceptions
In many quarters Prevent is viewed as a snoopers’ charter. Our contributors expressed some
disquiet that the high profile nature of the deradicalisation drive of which Prevent is a part is too
often glossed in the press and media through recourse to ill-informed opinions and pseudo-research.
A culture of blame and name-calling – as evidenced by the recent ill-advised decision to ‘name and

shame’ universities deemed not to be complying with requirements to screen out radical voices on
campus – is unlikely to lead to anything more than contention.
In addition, concern was raised about the tyranny of figures and Prevent as a numbers game. Where
is the evidence of its success or failure? A high number of referrals from public bodies may be a sign
not of a successful policy but of misrecognition driven by external pressures and lack of adequate
training. This could then be used to justify more draconian policies leading, in turn, to further
alienation. However, conversations with some senior Muslim police officers provided a very
different picture. They believe Prevent has been unfairly (and calculatedly) smeared and that they
now have a substantial number of cases that show how interventions did reassure parents and
protect children and young people from Islamicist ‘groomers’.

3. Freedom to debate
In the education sector there are serious concerns that Prevent has a negative effect on the freedom
to debate. Despite verbal assurances from civil servants and the wording of the Equality Act, which
emphasises the importance of protecting freedom of speech and academic freedom, there is a
feeling in some quarters that Prevent is interfering with these important principles. It has been
suggested that the Prevent duty, as currently articulated, stifles debate by putting perceived limits
on what can and cannot be said, thereby pushing the disaffected to other channels, such as the
Internet. Furthermore, there are worries that it could, in future, be a way to shut down legitimate
dissent.
Our contributors were strongly of the opinion that ideas should stand outside the purview of the
legal system unless covered by existing hate and incitement laws. Particularly controversial is the
statement in the Prevent strategy that ‘There should be no “ungoverned spaces” in which extremism
is allowed to flourish without firm challenge and, where appropriate, by legal intervention’.42 The
inclusion of the unfortunate phrase ‘no “ungoverned spaces”’ has allowed this unduly draconian
expression to be read as part of a wholesale attack on freedom. (Various versions are in circulation,
including one where it is subtly glossed as ‘no “ungoverned spaces” where Prevent should not
apply’.) To some extent these are matters of interpretation. However, it is clear that the original
iteration is misguided and unhelpful and should be dropped from future versions of the strategy.

4. Guidance
Perhaps the single key site of tension over Prevent is the gap between the legislation and
professional guidance. This is exacerbated by the legally mandated nature of the duty. According to
the Prevent Duty Guidance, those individuals responsible for institutions affected by the provisions
of the 2015 Act are liable to external intervention, including the prospect of penalties such as fines
and prison terms, for failing to implement the duty. This has a potentially crippling effect on the
performance of other professional duties that may stand in tension with the Prevent duty. It adds
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unnecessary pressure and bespeaks a lack of trust and an unwillingness to allow professionals to
exercise their discretion.
Equally, guidance on implementation is supplied by a very large number of providers, from
employers – schools, universities, hospitals, etc. and their professional governing bodies – to the
trades unions that protect workers in these sectors. Often the emphases are different and the
advice, to that extent, confusing. That guidance varies according to professional governing and
worker bodies is to be welcomed, in that it allows flexibility. However, its negative consequence is
that it sometimes leads to caution and over-compliance. Guidance can be interpreted as if it is the
law, rather than an interpretation. Concern was expressed that this leads to pressure to over-report
as institutions are anxious to demonstrate full compliance, resulting in interventions and referrals
where they are not appropriate.

5. Training
Prevent training needs a closer oversight and greater regulation and accreditation. Its initial iteration
asks providers to train staff and allows flexibility on how best to do this. This places the onus on
these providers to identify best practice and the best approach. At one level, this might seem like
welcome flexibility and pragmatism. However, our discussion heard stories that some public
servants were being ‘trained’ online with predesigned software offering simplistic scenarios and with
no human interaction. The result is crass and dangerous over-simplification. In these instances
judgement and discretion are downplayed in favour of a tick box approach leading to ‘accreditation’
at the end. There is, as yet, no emphasis on excellence. It is imperative to note that franchising out
training or devising online programmes is no substitute for informed, systematic, face-to-face
training where questions can be answered and problems ironed out.
Someone needs to take ownership of Prevent training. Khalid Mahmood, Labour MP for Birmingham
Perry Bar, is of the opinion that training should be mandatory, not voluntary, and, more importantly,
that providers need to be properly assessed. Most are ineffective, their modules, ‘stagnant’.43
Inspire does good work but do we need more providers? If so, this raises questions of independence
given patterns of government funding.

6. Implementation
The legal onus is placed on professional bodies, and thereby individuals, to implement Prevent.
Many of our discussants described staff being put under pressure to be seen to be proactively
implementing the duty. For example, a teachers’ representative commented that, since the Prevent
duty has been attached to the Ofsted inspection process, a fear of ‘failing’ has led to an overreaction among some teachers, which in turn leads to over-reporting and inappropriate
interventions. Also, in writing Prevent into the job descriptions of these professions, a
disproportionate burden of enforcement falls on workers in these areas, with inadequate
preparation.
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The Prevent duty remains, therefore, unclearly ‘located’ as a legal requirement, in the sense that the
buck is seen to stop with teachers and individual workers, who are in turn policed by their own
institutions and the relevant professional accreditation processes that have been drawn into the
system in unhelpful ways.
In addition, although the government reiterates that Prevent is designed to interrupt extreme
radicalisation of all kinds, concerns were expressed that the Prevent duty’s clearly perceived focus
on Islamic radicalisation was leading to racialised implementation and the disproportionate targeting
of Muslims. It was seen to feed a failure to distinguish adequately between extreme ideologies and
conservative cultural practices, with a lack of religious literacy leading to the misreading of signs in
behaviour and attitude by those untrained in making such judgements. This could have the effect of
criminalising diversity and, in making individuals and communities feel persecuted, actually hinder
their possible cooperation. There is a need to recognise and foster diversity, not shut it down.

7. Prevent and existing rights
Does the interpretation of the Prevent duty by institutions and professional bodies work against
equality, diversity and existing human rights provisions? Greater care needs to be taken in drafting
future legislation and strategy documents to ensure there is no impression that dissent is being
criminalised. There are fears that the Prevent duty normalises a culture of surveillance with serious
implications not simply for professional practitioners but for social cohesion as a whole. It is
important to emphasise that – pace the idea of ‘no “ungoverned spaces”’ – existing rights to
freedom of expression must be respected and that ideas must stand outside of legislative
frameworks unless they fall under existing hate and incitement laws.

8. Equality and human rights
This section was written by a human rights lawyer who attended the symposium
The Equality Act of 2010 (‘the Equality Act’) was designed to consolidate a broad range of existing
legislation developed over many years to foster equality of opportunity by requiring due regard for
the need to remove or minimise disadvantages suffered by persons with ‘protected characteristics.’
The relevant protected characteristics included race/ethnicity, religion or belief. In setting out the
public sector’s duty to tackle prejudice and promote understanding, the Equality Act could be
envisioned as setting the basis for an inclusive, integrated, open yet diverse society.
Most importantly, it established a ‘public sector equality duty’ requiring authorities to have due
regard in the exercise of their functions to eliminate discrimination, harassment and victimisation,
advance equality of opportunity and foster good relations between specified persons and the rest of
society.
The UK Government’s Prevent strategy (‘Prevent’) imposes yet another set of ‘due regards’ on these
same public authorities which leaves them Janus-like, looking in opposite directions at one and the
same time. Prevent imposes a set of nebulous, highly subjective criteria to be operated by public
authorities who need have no specific knowledge of the ambiguities that span the distinction

between what Prevent defines as ‘extremism’ or ‘radicalisation’ and fair and justifiable argument as
expression of legitimate dissent that is the fundamental right of all citizens.
The real danger is that in an atmosphere of fear and longstanding misunderstanding the phantasms
of Islamophobia produce the demonization and stigmatization of a certain community which directly
undermines the spirit, if not the letter of the Equality Act.
The Act sought to foster equality of opportunity by requiring due regard for the need to remove or
minimise disadvantages suffered by persons with ‘protected characteristics’, taking steps to meet
such persons’ needs that are different from those who do not share their characteristics and to
encourage protected persons to participate in public life or in any activity in which such persons’
participation is disproportionately low.
Far from encouraging participation in wider society (a stated aim of the Equality Act), Prevent may
well be discriminatory and promoting isolation of a particular community. The effects of Prevent are
far from benign; it silences opinion for fear of misinterpretation and increases a sense of harassment
and victimisation – the very engines Prevent itself identifies as aids to radicalisation.

Part 4 Final Thoughts and Key Recommendations
Complexities and Dilemmas
The threat
There needs to be some way of disentangling real and imagined threats. The British public is
becoming fearful about dangers that are unlikely to materialise. For example, teachers tell us that
some white British parents are reluctant to allow their children to have Muslim friends ‘in case they
are becoming radicalised’. Such mistrust is not good for cohesion.

British values, integration and diversity
The UK has a better record than most EU nations on inclusion and diversity. In recent years,
however, all that accumulated wisdom has been replaced by panic or authoritarianism. For Muslims
to feel that they belong, they need to feel that they are trusted. But that trust is hard to find because
of the activities of Islamicist extremists, family cultural protectionism and perceived demonisation by
the state into which they were born.

Freedom versus security
Keeping the balance between these two is not easy. In times of political crisis, governments steer
towards strong, sometimes unjust laws. But curtailing freedoms even when necessary is always an
unwise option. It closes down open societies.

Individual rights versus state power
Individual rights should be sacrosanct, but so too should a government’s responsibility to keep the
population safe. What if government measures to improve security increase extremist activity? Are
such assessments made?

Theological and civilisational clashes
These underpin all the post 9/11 conflicts in the west and rest of the world. From the rage provoked
by some cartoons and murders committed in the name of Islam, from the demands for hijabs and
full veils to opposing sexual mores, we are living through a battle between cultures. Prevent is not
really addressing this clash adequately.

Anti-liberal laws in liberal nations
Sometimes these are needed, but at present the state seems to be both espousing liberal values and
crushing them, for example by asserting that there must be free speech on campuses, but then
making an exception for Muslim theologians with unacceptable views or, increasingly, critics of
Israel.

Recommendations
1. Perceptions
Prevent should be ‘rebranded’ and care taken to emphasise that its local application should be
informed by the established professional protocols of the public institutions required to implement
it. The antagonistic and competitive interpretation characteristic of its reporting by press and media
should be discouraged by clear statements that figures on referrals should not be taken as indicative
of success or failure, nor used as a way to brand public bodies as recalcitrant or somehow ‘failing’ to
properly follow the duty. Misinformation about Channel and Prevent should be tackled by the
authorities. Muslims who support the measures need to be heard as much as those who resent
them.

2. Freedom to debate
Revisit, revise and reword aspects of the strategy to remove ambiguity and avoid the impression
that traditional freedoms are being undermined by heavy-handed, intrusive government. Hypocrisy
is one of the most oft-heard complaints from young Muslims. They want to know why those who
attack student unions and their safe space policies say nothing about the severe restrictions imposed
in public spaces by government censorships and bannings.

3. Guidance
Close the gap between the legislation and the guidance by clarifying the language of the Act and the
strategy. Produce a clear ‘intermediate’ level of advice for professionals obliged to implement the
duty and ensure that it is helpful not punitive. Allow flexibility and non-legislative actions. For
example, if a lecturer is worried about a student, there needs to be a period of confidential dialogue
and reflection before more serious interventions are triggered.

4. Training
Assert greater ownership and oversight of Prevent training. Standardise and scrutinise training
through accredited bodies. We recommend an expanded role for organisations currently involved in
delivery – such as Inspire – and an increase in their number. We would also advocate central
monitoring and an audit of existing training provision in each profession. Just as with schools that
teach English language to foreign students, tough high standards need to be maintained. Annual
transparent evaluations would help raise standards and reduce suspicion.

5. Implementation
Implementation of Prevent in public institutions is presently too ‘top-down’ and freighted with
implied punishments for non-compliance. Instead, greater emphasis should be placed on providing
advice on best practice in dealing with controversial viewpoints.

It has been counterproductive to embed the specific requirements of the Prevent duty in the job
specifications of already over-worked professionals. This relationship should be eased off, by a clear
understanding that Prevent is in addition to (not part of) their professional obligations.
Also, greater religious and cultural literacy should be fostered to prevent misidentification of
conservative viewpoints as somehow automatically extreme. At the same time, professionals need
to be alert to the turning points – when and if Wahabi practice turns malevolent, anti-Semitic or selfexcluding, for example when student societies refuse to let men sit with women or encourage the
expression of poisonous views about the west. Laissez-faire is not always a wise approach.

6. Prevent and existing rights
Reformulate those areas of the Act and the strategy that impinge on the core activities of those in
public professions, such as education, where the free exchange of ideas is essential. Clarify the
relationship between the duty and existing rights with a presumption always in favour of the latter
unless compelling evidence (around public safety) can be presented to suggest otherwise.

7. Equality and human rights
Initiate a consultation with barristers, solicitors, judges, police officers, the Equality and Human
Rights Commission, Muslim MPs and peers to examine the impact of Prevent on this legislation and
other rights. The process should be transparent and have integrity so that trust is not compromised.

Other suggestions





Review Prevent every two years.
Introduce a suitable set of non-communitarian, non-religious counselling services
specialising in the needs of second and third generation British Muslims, which appreciates
the pressures of modern life and can provide direct advice, the notion being that real
‘prevention’ is better than cure.
Encourage alternative university societies that are not based on religions but on common
concerns. Hardline student groups – extreme right-wing, extreme Zionist, extreme patriotic,
extreme racial purist — should be brought into the Prevent strategy.

