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1. Key findings

• The Prevent programme, with a budget in
2008/9 of £140 million, is a part of the
government’s counter-terrorist strategy
which focuses on mobilising communities
to oppose the ideology of violent extrem-
ism.With the revised counter-terrorist strat-
egy published in March 2009, the focus of
Prevent widened to promoting shared values
as well as opposing violent extremism.

• The government claims Prevent is ‘commu-
nities-led’ but Prevent funding has not been
driven by a decision-making process in
which local agencies identify their own
needs and access central government funds
accordingly. Rather, local authorities have
been pressured to accept Prevent funding in
direct proportion to the numbers of
Muslims in their area – in effect, construct-
ing the Muslim population as a ‘suspect
community’.

• Prevent decision-making lacks transparency
and accountability. Decisions are taken
behind closed doors rather than in consulta-
tion with the voluntary and community
sector. Rather than engaging local people
democratically, many local authorities seem
to take the view that decisions over Prevent
are best made away from public scrutiny.

• In its early stages, most local authority-based
Prevent work has been ‘targeted capacity
building of Muslim communities’, focusing
particularly on young people, women and
mosques.This has led many participants to
believe that deprived communities with
many needs have effectively been told that
their voluntary sector organisations can only
access the resources to meet these needs if
they are willing to sign up to the Prevent
programme, which brings with it the danger
of alienating the very people who need to
be won over.

• Prevent has undermined many progressive
elements within the earlier community
cohesion agenda and absorbed from it those
parts which are most problematic. Initially,
Prevent funding allowed some projects to
continue doing progressive cross-community
work. But, more recently, Prevent, with its
focus on a single group, has undermined this
aspect of the cohesion agenda. Often the
relationship between a local authority and
its Muslim citizens is conducted through the
very same ‘community gatekeepers’ which

the community cohesion agenda had identi-
fied as being problematic and divisive.

• There is strong evidence that a significant
part of the Prevent programme involves the
embedding of counter-terrorism police offi-
cers within the delivery of local services, the
purpose of which seems to be to gather
intelligence on Muslim communities, to
identify areas, groups and individuals that are
‘at risk’ and to then facilitate interventions,
such as the Channel programme, as well as
more general police engagement with the
Muslim community, to manage perceptions
of grievances.

• Prevent-funded voluntary sector organisa-
tions and workers in local authorities are
becoming increasingly wary of the expecta-
tions on them to act as providers of infor-
mation to the police.The imposition of
information sharing requirements on teach-
ers and youth, community and cultural
workers undercuts professional norms of
confidentiality. Moreover, it will be impossi-
ble to generate the trust that the govern-
ment sees as one of the aims of Prevent if
there is any suspicion that local services have
a hidden agenda.

• There is a perception that the government is
sponsoring Muslim organisations on the
basis of theological criteria – for example,
holding Sufis to be intrinsically more mod-
erate than Salafis. Such an approach runs
counter to the secular separation of ‘church’
and state, even though such a separation is
itself upheld by the government as a marker
of ‘moderation’ which Muslims should aspire
to.

• The atmosphere promoted by Prevent is one
in which to make radical criticisms of the
government is to risk losing funding and
facing isolation as an ‘extremist’, while those
organisations which support the government
are rewarded.This in turn undermines the
kind of radical discussions of political issues
that would need to occur if young people
are to be won over and support for illegiti-
mate political violence diminished.The cur-
rent emphasis of Prevent on depoliticising
young people and restricting radical dissent
is actually counter-productive because it
strengthens the hands of those who say
democracy is pointless.
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• The underlying assumption of the Prevent
programme is that the government needs to
combat extremism through a ‘battle of ideas’
which aims at isolating ‘mainstream
Muslims’ from a global insurgency.A form
of ideological campaigning for ‘British
values’ and ‘moderate Islam’ has come to be
seen as a matter of national security. Notions
of multiculturalism are seen as a threat to
this campaign. But such a campaign ends up
constructing a false image of Britain’s
Muslim citizens.

RECOMMENDATIONS

• ‘Extremism’ is a vague concept that is easily
exploited to demonise anyone whose opin-
ions are radically different.The real issue is
support for, or use of, illegitimate violence
to achieve political ends.As a first step, there
needs to be a recognition that this is a prob-
lem across all communities and takes many
forms, including white racist violence.

• Teachers and social, youth and cultural
workers must have the integrity of their
professional norms protected against the
expectation that they become the eyes and
ears of counter-terrorist policing.To turn
public services into instruments of surveil-
lance only serves to alienate young people
from institutional settings that would other-
wise be well-placed to give them a sense of
trust and belonging.

• The specific needs of different communities
for local services and community develop-
ment should be recognised as valid in their
own right and met on their own terms.
Muslim citizens should not be forced into
accepting a discriminatory and divisive
counter-terrorist programme as a condition
for enjoying their rights to access basic serv-
ices.

• The focus of Prevent work on all areas with
significant numbers of Muslims is discrimi-
natory and counter-productive. Instead, cen-
tral government funding should be available
to any local area which, through a genuine
process of local decision-making, independ-
ently identifies a need to win individuals
away from support for illegitimate political
violence.

• The minutes of all decision-making meet-
ings in the local authority, local strategic
partnership or Prevent Board should be
published along with exact details of what
has been funded, which organisations are
carrying out the work, what funds they have
been allocated and how it will be evaluated.

• The government should refrain from any
attempt to promote particular interpretations
of Islam.The interpretation of Islam is a
matter for Muslims themselves and the gov-
ernment should not promote particular sec-
tarian or theological interests over any other
through ‘targeted capacity building’.

• The government should be open to other
interpretations of violence which emphasise
its political rather than religious dimensions.

• Solutions aimed at young people will be
most effective and fair if:

– Young people are empowered to engage
politically and contribute to society, not
made to feel that their opinions have to
meet with official approval.The creation
of spaces for genuinely open discussion
about difficult political issues is crucial.

– The impact of racism, Islamophobia,
social exclusion and everyday violence on
the well-being of young people is recog-
nised.The terrors that young people
experience in their everyday lives involve
bullying, taunting, victimisation and
harassment from peers at school, local
gangs, police, the media and, in some
cases, members of their own families.

– The police are kept separate from
empowerment work with young people.
There should be no obligations on teach-
ers and youth workers to share informa-
tion with the police, beyond the basic
requirements of child protection and pre-
vention of specific criminal acts.
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2. Introduction

The government describes its Preventing
Violent Extremism programme (hereafter

‘Prevent’) as ‘a community-led approach to
tackling violent extremism’.1 It believes that by
selectively directing resources at ‘moderate’
Muslim organisations to carry out community
development and ‘anti-radicalisation’ work, it
can empower them to unite around ‘shared
British values’ to isolate the ‘extremists’.With
hundreds of millions of pounds of funding, the
Prevent programme has come to redefine the
relationship between government and around
two million British citizens who are Muslim.2

Their ‘hearts and minds’ are now the target of
an elaborate structure of surveillance, mapping,
engagement and propaganda. Prevent has
become, in effect, the government’s ‘Islam
policy’.

So far, public discussion of Prevent has
focused on the question of whether the pro-
gramme is too soft on non-violent ‘extremists’
(who are said to clandestinely benefit from the
funding stream) and the question of value for
money (whether the money is being wasted on
‘feelgood’ projects which do little to actually
prevent violent extremism). Our research set
out to address those questions but also to ask:
what is the general impact of Prevent funding
at community level; what, in practice, is the
definition of extremism in Prevent-funded
projects; does Prevent funding foster cohesion
across communities or exacerbate inter-com-
munal conflicts and divisions; how do Prevent
programmes interact with local democracy;
how does the Prevent programme view Mus-
lim communities; and whether the Prevent
programme involves non-police agencies in
intelligence gathering. Our research focused on
local authorities in England that have received
Prevent funding and voluntary sector organisa-
tions in those areas.We carried out thirty-two
interviews with Prevent programme workers
and managers in local authorities, members of
local Prevent boards, voluntary sector workers
engaged in Prevent work and community
workers familiar with local Prevent work.We
also organised a roundtable discussion in
Bradford to explore the issues raised in the
interviews in more detail and submitted free-
dom of information requests to local authorities.

What we found was that there are strong
reasons for thinking that the Prevent pro-
gramme, in effect, constructs the Muslim popu-
lation as a ‘suspect community’, fosters social
divisions among Muslims themselves and
between Muslims and others, encourages
tokenism, facilitates violations of privacy and

professional norms of confidentiality, discour-
ages local democracy and is counter-productive
in reducing the risk of political violence.
Moreover, there is evidence that the Prevent
programme has been used to establish one of
the most elaborate system of surveillance ever
seen in Britain.We also examined the general
framework of the Prevent programme and found
the underlying assumptions of a ‘hearts and
minds’ approach to be themselves problematic.

These concerns have been largely ignored in
the published literature, with the important
exception of the An-Nisa Society’s Prevent: a
response from the Muslim community report of
February 2009.3 Yet, as a result of these con-
cerns with Prevent, for the first time in twenty
years there is a significant trend of voluntary
sector organisations refusing local authority
funding on the grounds of principled objec-
tions. Prevent has come to be perceived as an
integral part of an authoritarian counter-ter-
rorist system that violates the human rights of
Muslims through disproportionate arrests (less
than a seventh of those arrested under anti-ter-
rorist legislation since 9/11 have gone on to be
convicted),4 through the control order regime,5

and the emerging evidence that the UK intelli-
gence services have been operating a secret
interrogation policy which facilitated the tor-
ture of British citizens by foreign agencies.6 If
the objective of Prevent is to win the trust of
Muslims in Britain, its failure cannot be over-
stated.

It goes without saying that there is a real
and ongoing risk of terrorism within Britain. It
is not the purpose of this report to downplay
the seriousness of that danger or the difficulties
involved in intercepting potential acts of vio-
lence.These difficulties notwithstanding, it
remains vital to apply democratic and human
rights standards to counter-terrorism pro-
grammes, not least because, in the long term,
this is an essential precondition of ensuring
community support.This report is therefore
part of the essential project of researching, dis-
cussing and campaigning on the role of the
police and security services in counter-terror-
ism, a project which should not shy away from
taking a critical stand for fear of giving succour
to extremists.The stated aim of the govern-
ment’s counter-terrorist strategy is to enable
people to ‘go about their lives freely and with
confidence’.7 The question we pose here is
whether freedom and confidence for the
majority can be enabled by imposing a lack of
freedom and confidence on a minority – in
this case, the Muslim population of Britain.
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This report is the result of a six-month
research project funded by the Joseph

Rowntree Charitable Trust.The research draws
on existing policy and academic work, freedom
of information requests, a programme of inter-
views and a roundtable discussion. During the
course of the project, thirty-two interviews
were conducted with Prevent programme
workers and managers in local authorities (6),
members of local Prevent boards (10), volun-
tary sector workers engaged in Prevent work
(10) and community workers familiar with
local Prevent work (6). Half of these interviews
were conducted face to face, with the rest done
by telephone. Respondents were guaranteed
confidentiality in order to encourage a frank
expression of views. In selecting interviewees,
we were interested in speaking to people with
experience and knowledge of Prevent projects,
rather than established community leaders.All
except five of the interviewees were Muslim;
half were women.Among those interviewed,
there were a range of perspectives on Prevent,
from those who were refusing to work on
Prevent projects as a matter of principle, to
those who were engaged in Prevent projects
but with significant concerns, to those who
were reasonably positive about the way the
Prevent programme had been designed and
implemented.The interviewees were spread
across the following towns, cities and areas of

England: Birmingham, Bradford, Brent, Enfield,
Islington, Leicester, Newcastle, Oldham,
Preston, Reading, Rochdale,Walsall,Wakefield,
Wellingborough and Wycombe. In July, a
roundtable discussion event with twenty-four
participants was held in Bradford to explore in
more detail some of the issues that had been
raised in the interviews.

As a result of the haze of confusion sur-
rounding the Prevent programme, conspiracy
theories and speculative rumours tend to circu-
late, especially among communities in the areas
that Prevent has focused on. Such an atmos-
phere is disempowering and we do not wish to
add to it.We have attempted to conduct this
research in an evidence-based manner, provid-
ing sources for the claims made wherever pos-
sible. On occasion, information has been passed
to us by individuals who, for understandable
reasons, wish to remain anonymous.The credi-
bility of the information will therefore be
harder for the reader to assess but we have, as
far as possible, only reproduced such claims
where they can be confirmed by other sources.
We hope that other individuals and organisa-
tions will, along with ourselves, continue the
investigative work begun in this research proj-
ect so that the Prevent programme will be sub-
ject to a much greater degree of critical
scrutiny and be required to become more
transparent in its operations.

3. A note on methodology
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4. The Prevent programme

The Prevent programme, with a budget in 2008/9 of £140 million, is a part of
the government’s counter-terrorist strategy which focuses on mobilising com-
munities to oppose the ideology of violent extremism. Despite the govern-
ment’s claim that it is communities-led, the allocation of Prevent funding to
local authorities has not been driven by a decision-making process in which
local agencies identify their own needs and access central government funds
accordingly. Rather, local authorities have been pressured to adopt Prevent in
direct proportion to the numbers of Muslims in the area – thereby construct-
ing the Muslim population as a ‘suspect community’.

Local authorities have used Prevent funding, in its early stages, to carry out
‘targeted capacity building of Muslim communities’, focusing particularly on
young people, women and mosques. But serious problems arise when
deprived communities with many needs consider that their voluntary sector
organisations can only access the resources to meet these needs if they are
willing to sign up to a counter-terrorism agenda. With the revised counter-
terrorist strategy published in March 2009, the focus of Prevent widened to
promoting shared values as well as opposing violent extremism.

In 2004, the government launched what The
Times described as ‘one of the most ambi-

tious government social engineering projects in
recent years’.Alongside the legislative and
policing aspects of Britain’s domestic counter-
terrorism programme, it was decided there
should be an attempt to win over the ‘hearts
and minds’ of young Muslims in Britain away
from the ‘extremist narrative’.The aim was to
reduce the circulation of ‘extremist ideas’ and
tackle the widespread discontent and disaffec-
tion which ‘extremists’ were thought to exploit.
This was to be achieved by strengthening the
hand of ‘moderate Muslim leaders’ through
government contact and targeted capacity
building.As a senior civil servant explained:
‘We did the same in Northern Ireland in the
1980s when, as well as deploying police and
troops on the streets, we had a massive pro-
gramme of investment in the local community,
raising living standards.We also set about
bridge-building with the Catholic
community.’8

The fact that the 7/7 bombings in London
were carried out by ‘homegrown’ terrorists
increased the prominence of this broadly ‘hearts
and minds’ approach.The Preventing
Extremism Together taskforce, which was initi-
ated by the government in the wake of 7/7
and was made up of a relatively wide cross-sec-
tion of Muslim community representatives,
made sixty-four recommendations in its
November 2005 report, including a demand
for a public inquiry into the 7/7 attacks. Its key
argument was that ultimately the solution to
extremism lay in tackling a series of issues that
affected Muslim communities: inequality, dis-
crimination, deprivation and foreign policy.

In April 2007, the government launched its
Prevent programme, with the Department for
Communities and Local Government (DCLG)
publishing Preventing Violent Extremism: winning
hearts and minds, which set out ‘a community-
led approach to tackling violent extremism’.9

The ideas first aired three years earlier had by
now evolved into a new strategy summed up in
the dictum that ‘communities defeat terrorism’.
Counter-terrorism’s ‘hard’ side of ‘emergency’
police powers needed, it was said, to be com-
plemented with the ‘soft’ side of community
engagement and this meant a series of initia-
tives at the local level, involving both the vol-
untary and statutory sectors.The overall
counter-terrorist strategy – known as Contest
– was thus made up of a series of distinct
strands:

• Pursue – stopping terrorist attacks through
detection, investigation, prosecution and
other sanctions;

• Protect – protection of infrastructure,
crowded places, the transport system and
border controls;

• Prepare – mitigating the impact of attacks
through strengthening the response of the
emergency services, and so on;

• Prevent – stopping people becoming ter-
rorists or supporting violent extremism.10

However, the form which the Prevent pro-
gramme’s community engagement was to take
turned out to be quite different from what the
Preventing Extremism Together taskforce of



2005 had anticipated.The government’s advice
to local authorities involved in the Prevent
programme stated that:

Preventing violent extremism in the
name of Islam must, first and foremost, be
about winning the struggle for hearts and
minds.Winning hearts and minds will
take significant efforts by Muslim com-
munities to tackle the pernicious ideol-
ogy being spread by a small minority of
extremists, and will mean local Muslim
communities taking a leadership stance
against sophisticated campaigning and
extremist messages. Our aim is to support
that through targeted capacity building.11

This suggested that the focus of Prevent would
not be on inequality, discrimination and depri-
vation but on an ideological campaign that
selected Muslim organisations would be
empowered to carry out on behalf of the gov-
ernment.

Also in early 2007, a new department within
the Home Office, the Office for Security
and Counter-Terrorism (OSCT), was
formed, with the aim of setting the general
parameters of the UK’s Contest counter-terror-
ism strategy, within which the police, the intel-
ligence services and other agencies would
operate.The creation of the OSCT was
designed to overcome departmental boundaries
and encourage cross-government working on
counter-terrorism. In May 2007, the adminis-
tration of a number of matters related to the
criminal justice system was removed from the
Home Office to the new Ministry of Justice,
freeing the Home Office itself to make
counter-terrorism a higher priority. Charles
Farr, said to be a former senior diplomat, was
seconded from the Foreign and Common-
wealth Office in July 2007 to head the OSCT
with a staff of 100 civil servants that was
expected to increase to over 200 within a
couple of years.12

Later that year, the OSCT defined the
objectives of the Prevent strategy as:

• ‘challenging the violent extremist ideology
and supporting mainstream voices;

• disrupting those who promote violent
extremism and supporting the institutions
where they may be active;

• supporting individuals who are being tar-
geted and recruited to the cause of violent
extremism;

• increasing the resilience of communities to
violent extremism; and

• addressing the grievances that ideologues are
exploiting.’

These objectives were to be supported by two
‘cross-cutting streams’ which were ‘key
enabling functions’ in delivering the strategy:

• ‘developing understanding, analysis and
information; and

• strategic communications.’13

The design of the strategy rested centrally on
the notion that the work of ‘countering violent
extremist ideology’ would ‘rarely be done
directly by government’ but rather by Muslim
communities themselves, supported in this
work through ‘targeting capacity building’.14

Embedding this ideological campaign within
communities themselves would, it was hoped,
provide for a far more effective rejection of ‘the
ideology of violent extremism’ and isolation of
the ‘apologists for terrorism’.15

In 2007, the Preventing Violent
Extremism Pathfinder Fund (PVEPF) was
established by the DCLG with a modest £6
million budget to support seventy priority local
authorities in England in meeting these objec-
tives.The DCLG also distributed £650,000 to
nineteen organisations through a Community
Leadership Fund (CLF) which was designed to
enable local and national organisations to com-
plement the work being undertaken by local
authorities.

In April 2008, the amount of money being
spent on Prevent increased significantly.The
PVEPF money distributed by the DCLG to
seventy local authorities developed into a
three-year £45 million area-based grant which,
by 2010, will be distributed among ninety-four
local authorities.16 An increase to this budget of
£7.5m was announced in August 2009.17 A
further £5.1 million is being distributed over
the same three-year period through the CLF
strand.18 Along with other smaller funding
streams, this means that the total money spent
on Prevent by the DCLG from April 2007–11
is likely to be £80m. It is expected that, by
April 2011, over £61.7 million will have been
provided to local authorities for Prevent
work.19

As well as the DCLG, other government
departments are also funding Prevent work. In
2009/10, the Home Office’s OSCT is provid-
ing £5.6 million of direct funding to the
National Offender Management System
to operate a ‘counter-extremism programme’

11
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with offenders, and the Youth Justice Board
is getting £3.5 million to deliver local Prevent
work through Youth Offending Teams.The
OSCT also directly funds a number of its own
projects on intervention with ‘at risk’ individu-
als. Its Prevent Central Unit has funding for
2009/10 of £8.5 million.20 Police forces have
also received a large amount of funding to
carry out Prevent work.As part of their
Prevent delivery plan, which was launched in
2008, they have recruited 300 new staff across
twenty-four forces to work alongside the
national and regional counter-terrorism polic-
ing structure and with neighbourhood policing
teams.21 They have also received £1.2 million
from the Home Office to co-ordinate their
work with schools, colleges and universities.22

The Department for Children, Schools
and Families and the Department for
Business, Innovation and Skills also have
funding available to support their Prevent work
in educational institutions.23 Likewise, the
Department for Culture, Media and Sport
is engaged in its own Prevent work. Finally, the
Foreign and Commonwealth Office has a
substantial Prevent programme with funding of
£400 million over 2008–2010 (see Box 1).
Across all of these departments, the total
Prevent budget in 2008/9 was over £140 mil-
lion.24 In March 2009, it was anticipated that
by 2011 the total Prevent budget would have
increased by a further £100 million.25

THE PREVENT PROGRAMME
AND LOCAL AUTHORITIES

The focus of this report is the involvement in
the Prevent programme of local authorities and

voluntary sector organisations in England. Of
particular interest, therefore, is the £51 million
which will have been delivered by 2011 as
DCLG area-based grants to local authorities.
Examining the government’s allocation of
Prevent funding through these grants might be
expected to reveal which areas in England are
considered to be ‘at risk’ of radicalisation.A
correlation of the local authority areas which
have received Prevent funding against the 2001
census shows that, in fact, every area with more
than 2,000 Muslims has been allocated funding
through DCLG area-based grants. Figure 1
shows the nineteen local authorities which are
receiving the largest amount of funding from
2008/9 to 2010/11 along with the nineteen
local authority areas with the largest numbers
of Muslims according to the 2001 census.

Figure 3 plots the amount allocated for
every local authority area in England that
received funding against the population of
Muslims in that area according to the 2001
census.There is a strong correlation between
the amount of Prevent funding provided and
the number of Muslims in that area.

This indicates that DCLG Prevent funding
has not been allocated to areas according to
identifiable risks of violent extremism but in
direct proportion to the numbers of Muslims
in an area. Moreover, it implies that the alloca-
tion of Prevent funding has not been driven by
a decision-making process in which local agen-
cies identify their own needs and access central
government funds accordingly. Rather, the
more Muslims in an area, the more DCLG
Prevent money it has had, irrespective of any
other factors.The underlying assumption seems
to be that the Muslim population as a whole

Box 1: Prevent at the Foreign Office

The Foreign and Commonwealth Office (FCO) has
a substantial Prevent programme ‘to counter
extremists’ false characterisation of the UK as
being a place where Muslims are oppressed’.26

This work has funding of £400 million over
2008–2010. It includes, for example, facilitating
visits by delegations of British Muslims to Muslim-
majority countries and a ‘dedicated team of key
language specialists’ working ‘to explain British
policies and the role of Muslims in British society,
in print, visual and electronic media’ across the
Muslim world.27 The FCO is also undertaking a
programme entitled ‘Bringing foreign policy back
home’ which involves ‘explaining’ foreign policy

to Muslims in the UK. Since March 2008, FCO offi-
cials have taken part in forty-five events, includ-
ing in Tower Hamlets, Birmingham, Bradford and
Glasgow, designed to discuss foreign policy with
British Muslims and ‘challenge myths often ped-
dled by violent extremists’.28

In addition, the FCO has paid £520,000 to an
organisation called Deen International, headed by
Khurshid Ahmed, the chair of the British Muslim
Forum, to produce a public relations campaign in
Pakistan.29 The campaign, entitled ‘I am the West’,
involves television commercials featuring promi-
nent British Muslims.30
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Fig. 1: Areas in England with most Muslims and most funding

Nineteen areas in  England with the 
most Muslims according to the 2001 
census

Birmingham £2,413,000
Bradford £1,425,000
Tower Hamlets £1,349,000
Newham £1,197,000
Kirklees £893,000
Manchester £817,000
Waltham Forest £817,000
Brent £741,000
Ealing £741,000
Leicester £741,000
Redbridge  £741,000
Hackney £741,000
Luton £665,000
Blackburn with Darwen £665,000
Enfield £665,000
Haringey £665,000
Oldham £665,000
Sheffield £665,000
Camden £665,000

Birmingham 140,033
Bradford 75,188
Tower Hamlets 71,389
Newham 59,293
Kirklees 39,312
Manchester 35,806
Waltham Forest 32,902
Brent 32,290
Ealing 31,033
Leicester 30,885
Redbridge 28,487
Hackney 27,908
Luton 26,963
Blackburn with Darwen 26,674
Enfield  26,306
Haringey 24,371
Oldham 24,039
Sheffield 23,819
Camden 22,906

Nineteen areas in England with the 
largest Prevent DCLG area-based grants 
2008/9–2010/11

needs to be ‘targeted’ in relation to violent
extremism, rather than specific groups or local-
ities, and irrespective of the views of local
‘stakeholders’.

The head of OSCT, Charles Farr, has given
his own account of how the Prevent pro-
gramme conceives of its target population:

There is a group of people that have been
radicalised and are committed to violent
extremism and the only solution to that
group of people in this country is crimi-
nal investigation and prosecution.There is
a much larger group of people who feel a
degree of negativity, if not hostility,
towards the state, the country, the com-
munity, and who are, as it were, the pool
in which terrorists will swim, and to a
degree they will be complicit with and
will certainly not report on activity
which they detect on their doorstep.We
have to reach that group because unless
we reach that group they may themselves
move into the very sharp end, but even if
they do not they will create an environ-
ment in which terrorists can operate with
a degree of impunity that we do not
want. … That is to a degree what Prevent
is all about.31

Combining these comments with what we
know about the distribution of DCLG fund-

ing, it seems that the Prevent programme is
interested in three population groups, which
can be conceived of as making up a layered
pyramid, of a kind commonly seen in counter-
terrorist literature – see Figure 2.The top layer
of the pyramid corresponds to those actively
engaged in preparing or supporting violent
extremism.The middle layer is a ‘much larger
group of people’ who are extremist sympathis-
ers.The lowest layer of the pyramid corre-
sponds to the entire population of Muslims.As
one moves from the top of the pyramid to the
bottom, the focus shifts from the Pursue strand
of detection, investigation, arrest, detention,

Figure 2: How the counter-terrorist
system sees the Muslim
population
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prosecution, control orders and so on, to the
Prevent strand, which is focused on direct ‘inter-
ventions’ with those in the middle layer and on
winning over the ‘hearts and minds’ of those in
the bottom layer to actively identify and chal-
lenge those in the middle and top layers.This
explains why the ‘hearts and minds’ programmes
that the DCLG is funding local authorities to
carry out are targeted at all areas with a
Muslim population of over 2,000 persons.

The problem with attempting to mobilise all
these Muslims against ‘extremism’ is that it, in
effect, constructs Muslims into a ‘suspect com-
munity’, in which the failure of Muslim indi-
viduals or organisations to comply with this
mobilisation makes them suspect in the eyes of
the counter-terrorist system and shifts them
from the pyramid’s bottom layer of ‘mainstream
Muslims’ to the middle layer of ‘extremists’.32

However, Muslims may want to avoid partici-
pating in the government’s Prevent programme
for a number of reasons which have nothing to
do with support for political violence.The
Prevent programme is, as shown in chapter 6,
integrated with a policing agenda which makes
the allocation of the programme to every area
with more than 2,000 Muslims amount to a
form of profiling that is inconsistent with com-
mitments to racial and religious equality.

In theory, the decision to adopt the DCLG’s
Prevent programme in a particular area is sup-
posed to be taken by the Local Strategic
Partnership (LSP), a forum led by the local
authority in which representatives of local
stakeholders – likely to include the police, busi-
ness and the voluntary and community sectors
– come together to discuss, plan and co-ordi-
nate work.The DCLG’s Prevent grants are
generally administered by the equalities, diver-
sity or social inclusion departments in local
authorities, which will then draw in a range of
local partners across the voluntary and statutory
sectors to carry out the Prevent work.A frame-
work known as the Local Area Agreement
(LAA) and National Indicator set provides cen-
tral government with a mechanism by which it
can steer how Prevent funds are used locally.
LAAs are action plans that set out what
improvements central government expects LSPs
to make in an area over a three-year period.
LAAs contain up to thirty-five targets drawn
from a National Indicator set of 188 indicators
on various social problems, one of which is
related to preventing violent extremism and is
known as NI35. For each indicator that an LSP
adopts, a target must be agreed. Meeting LAA
targets leads to rewards for the local authority
in the form of additional central government
funding which is not tied to the meeting of

targets. Moreover, all local authorities are
required to report publicly against all 188 indi-
cators, regardless of whether or not they are
included in its LAA. NI35 therefore dictates
how Prevent money will be used by LSPs even
if it is not designated as a target in the LAA.
LAAs became statutory in 2007 across all local
authority areas in England.There is also a
statutory ‘duty to involve’ local people in the
decision-making process of setting the priori-
ties. In theory, the priorities and targets in the
LAA should reflect the concerns and aspira-
tions of local people, as expressed through the
LSP.Thereafter, a further negotiation is sup-
posed to take place between the LSP and the
Government Office for the region.

Progress on NI35, the national indicator on
‘Building communities resilient to violent
extremism’, is assessed and scored on four fac-
tors, listed in the left column of Figure 4. For
each of these, maximum points is obtained by
achieving the description in the right column.

As of May 2009, the areas which have
adopted NI35 as a designated target in their
LAAs are Calderdale, Derby, Leicester,
Birmingham, Dudley, Peterborough, Barnet,
Haringey, Harrow, Hounslow, Lambeth,
Redbridge,Tower Hamlets,Westminster,
Buckinghamshire, Reading, Slough and
Gloucestershire.33

A number of our interviewees argued that,
contrary to the rhetoric of its being ‘commu-
nity-led’, the DCLG’s Prevent programme has,
in practice, been driven by central government
rather than by locally perceived needs.This
observation is consistent with the finding that
there is a strong correlation between the level
of DCLG Prevent funding and the numbers of
Muslims in a particular area. Many interviewees
spoke of the problems with central government
pressuring local areas to adopt the Prevent pro-
gramme in this way.The manager of a commu-
nity organisation in the north of England who
sat on an LAA Board said that, in practice, the
decision-making process takes place ‘behind
closed doors, with representation from Black
and Minority Ethnic communities margin-
alised’.The introduction of Prevent was never
properly discussed: ‘The chief executives of the
local authority drove it through – which means
that the usual processes of consultation and
accountability were bypassed. It was presented
as a fait accompli.’When this person raised her
concerns about the process, she was sidelined.
‘An underdeveloped and vulnerable voluntary
sector is easily pressured into uncritically
accepting government programmes,’ she says.
‘And many Black and Minority Ethnic organi-
sations have bought into the Prevent agenda
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due to the need for sheer survival.The sector
has been forced to make these compromises.’35

A local authority worker in another part of the
north told us that ‘the voluntary sector has not
been consulted and does not have the resources
or experience to respond to these issues’.36

Another worker in the north said: ‘When
the Prevent agenda first started, people asked
why this city was being targeted. Basically, it
was not seen as a local issue but an issue put on
the agenda by national government. I spoke to
a city council official working in community
cohesion and he told me:“We didn’t have a
choice.We were just told that we had to do
work on Prevent.We don’t want to make a
problem around this.We have the money and
we should use it.”’37 In one area of London, a
youth service manager working on a Prevent-

funded project told us that ‘the grassroots are
not consulted’ and that ‘local authorities and
councillors are too scared to criticise central
government even if they disagree with it’.38

Among interviewees, there was a widespread
feeling that the NI35 and LAA assessment
framework was a means of influencing local
communities to adopt the Prevent programme
over other priorities.A member of an LSP in
the Midlands was concerned about the whole
decision-making process in relation to Prevent:
‘Were local authority chief executives pres-
surised by central government to go for
Prevent, against the needs of local communi-
ties? Who actually agrees LAAs? Who is repre-
sented in them? In effect, they are dictated by
central government. It all seemed unreal and
random.What were the postcodes that were

Fig. 4: Assessment criteria for NI35, the national indicator on ‘Building communities
resilient to violent extremism’

A self-sustaining, dynamic and community driven engagement which
takes place on a number of different levels and in a number of dif-
ferent ways, with innovative approaches to communication and
engagement of all groups. Sophisticated understanding of local
Muslim communities is used to drive policy development and
engagement

Strong understanding of the Prevent objectives and the drivers of
violent extremism, as well as of the interfaces with related policy
areas. Full use of local, national and international research, guidance
and expertise on the agenda, including good information sharing
between partners. Good understanding of local circumstances and
drivers.

Risk-based and strategically focused action plan with strong links to
the knowledge and understanding of the drivers of violent extrem-
ism, the Prevent’ strategy and to extensive consultation with com-
munities and local partner agencies. Agenda effectively
‘mainstreamed’ through consideration of existing service delivery
and policies, alongside the development of specific actions, projects
and capabilities. Awareness of agenda throughout partner organisa-
tions. Full range of activities across all strands of the Prevent strat-
egy. Innovative actions, projects and capabilities clearly identified.
Strong evidence of multi-agency approach to deliver across a broad
range of partners and agencies, including synergies with Crime and
Disorder Reduction Partnerships and other bodies.

Strong tried and tested monitoring mechanisms which allow high-
lighting and resolution of issues, track progress and ensure consis-
tent delivery of projects and actions within timescale, to the
required standard and budget constraints. Oversight group with
appropriate skills and seniority in place and actively involved in
monitoring. Professional and extensive evaluation of project against
agreed objectives, which has real impact on development of future
projects. Strong audit arrangements and sophisticated risk manage-
ment in place.34

Understanding of, and
engagement with, Muslim
communities.

Knowledge and understand-
ing of the drivers and causes
of violent extremism and the
Prevent objectives.

Development of a risk-based
preventing violent extremism
action plan, in support of
delivery of the Prevent objec-
tives.

Effective oversight, delivery
and evaluation of projects
and actions.



supposed to be at risk? Since we weren’t being
told what the problem was, how could we
know the solution?’39

According to a local authority manager in
the Midlands:

There is strong pressure on the local
authority to sign up to Prevent.They
didn’t adopt NI35 but they still have to
report on it. So it is frustrating to them
when individuals raise criticisms and hold
the agenda back.The Government Office
and the police are driving the agenda and
putting a lot of pressure on us but the
local authority, which is generally made
up of ‘tickbox people’, has no compe-
tency to deal with it.We have no infor-
mation from the police as to whether
there is actually a problem of extremism
in this area. I want to do evidence-based
work on the underlying issues of hous-
ing, drug-dealing, and so on – all the
issues that lead to Muslims being an
underclass. I also want to widen it to the
far Right. But as soon as I say something
critical about Prevent, I get called by
management, police or a representative
from the Government Office.There’s
scare-mongering if you raise questions.
They say: ‘When something does happen
… ’, implying you’re the one who’s going
to be responsible.40

One local authority worker in the north noted
that ‘NI35 is problematic in that it restricts the
focus to extremism in Muslim communities’.41

Another wondered why a National Indicator
has never been established for achieving racial
equality.42

Apart from local authorities, other agencies
have also experienced government pressure to
become involved with Prevent and focus on
areas in England defined as ‘high risk’ but
which are actually no more than areas with sig-
nificant numbers of Muslims.A 2007 commu-
nication from a government department to an
arms-length body requested its engagement in
Prevent and identified as targets ‘the areas of
highest Muslim population (a rough and ready
proxy for risk of radicalisation)’.

Because of the way in which local authori-
ties have been pressured to adopt Prevent, there
is often a serious lack of transparency in the
decision-making process and in the nature of
the services provided.A member of a local Pre-
vent board told us that: ‘Early on, there were a
lot of questions being asked about funding,
who was getting it, what it was for.There was a
lack of transparency. Reforms were promised to
make the process more open but key individu-

als still run the project as if it’s their money.’43 A
local authority worker in the Midlands found it
‘hard to find out what national government is
funding locally’.44 And someone involved in
Prevent decision-making in the Midlands told
us: ‘Funding decisions have already been made
and potential partners agreed in advance.’45

This was a concern shared by many other
interviewees.

Workers on Prevent projects often felt
unsure as to what they were really getting
involved in. One manager of a Prevent-funded
youth project in London told us that ‘as work-
ers, we do not get told what Prevent is really
about’.46 To varying degrees, we also found that
workers on Prevent projects were reluctant to
inform the people they worked with of the
nature of their funding.The manager of a
youth project in the north told us: ‘The work
we do would be discredited, doors would be
shut in our face, if people knew that we were
Prevent-funded. If asked, we make no secret of
it, but we don’t mention it otherwise, as people
will then misinterpret what our intentions
are.’47 Another youth project manager said: ‘A
lot of people are having to hide the Prevent
name because of perceptions of young people
– we kept it hidden for some time.’ In the
Midlands, we were told that: ‘With a lot of
projects, young people don’t know where the
money’s coming from. It’s often difficult to
know if it’s Prevent.’48

COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT
AND COUNTER-TERRORISM

How has the Prevent money been used in
practice? Broadly, we have identified the fol-
lowing categories of work:

• Targeted capacity building of Muslim com-
munities

• Police ‘community engagement’

• Channel programme and other direct de-
radicalisation interventions

• Supporting counter-terrorism in institu-
tional settings such as schools, colleges, uni-
versities and prisons

• Communication campaigns with domestic
and overseas audiences

The last four of these categories will be exam-
ined at various points in other parts of this
report. But it is the first – targeted capacity
building – that has been the main use of the
DCLG’s Prevent grants to local authorities and
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is the focus of the rest of this section.
A number of interviewees believed that a

large part of what local authorities actually do
with Prevent money is community cohesion
and community development work. In some
cases, there is a perception that this has hap-
pened because local authorities have not really
been competent to carry out projects that
involve directly challenging extremists and so,
by default, have fallen back on what they know
about – community development.A local
authority worker in the north of England told
us that this was happening in his area with the
council feeling that if it was going to be forced
to take on the Prevent programme, it might as
well ‘take the money in order to do commu-
nity cohesion and social cohesion work’.49

What generally seems to have happened is that
the money has been used to support straight-
forward community work with Muslim
women, young people and Imams.According
to government guidance issued to ‘local part-
ners’ in 2008, Muslim women and young
people are key constituencies to recruit as part
of Prevent work: ‘Women can be a particularly
effective voice as they are at the heart not only
of their communities but also of their families,
while peer-to-peer conversations between
young people are often an effective means of
communication.’50

The manager of a youth work project in the
north of England told us that all of the Prevent
projects he had seen ‘were “bread and butter”
youth training, community engagement, con-
sultancy work or advocacy work’. He noted
that: ‘If you take the Muslim focus out of it,
this is all straight out of a community develop-
ment book.’51 For example:

• Newcastle has received £437,000 from the
DCLG over three years to do Prevent work.
It has used the money on awareness training
sessions on Islam and to produce a DVD
resource for schools on Islamophobia,
among other work.

• Enfield has received £310,000 from DCLG
over two years.The major projects it has
commissioned are a mentoring scheme in
schools (£156,606), youth training and
engagement (£130,000), English-language
teaching and lectures at the Jalalia Jamme
Mosque (£54,557), support for the
Edmonton Islamic Centre (£40,000), inter-
faith workshops run by Faith Matters
(£30,074), the Shoot a Ball Not a Gun bas-
ketball project (£25,983), a programme
empowering women against extremism and
a multi-faith workshop run by the
Bangladesh Welfare Association of Enfield

(£23,531), the Edmonton Eagles Boxing
Club (£16,340), mosque improvements and
an intergenerational project run by the
Muslim Cultural Society of Enfield
(£12,000), an ‘Enfield Speaks’ film project
(£12,000) and a mentoring scheme run by
Somali Young People Against Crime
(£10,000).52

• Wakefield spent its £90,000 PVEPF
money on women’s empowerment, youth
work, developing mosque governance and a
DVD project on celebrating diversity in
schools.53 Its Prevent work continues with
football, cricket and music events designed
to bring young people together, information
sessions for young people on Islam and a
theatre project on extremism.

• Islington, which has been allocated
£513,000 from the DCLG over three years,
has, among other work, funded training for
Imams, youth work with Muslims who have
been in prison, youth work with the Somali
community and outreach work through an
Arab community organisation.

• Walsall has also been allocated £513,000
from the DCLG over three years. Its action
plan includes Imam training, capacity build-
ing for mosques, a drama programme for
young people to discuss extremism, and
training for local authority workers on Islam
and cultural awareness.54

• Dudley council has passed £277,000,
which amounts to all of its current DCLG
Prevent funding with the exception of
£27,000 to cover commissioning costs, to
the British Muslim Forum (BMF).The
BMF is a national Muslim organisation
chaired by Khurshid Ahmed, a Labour
councillor in Dudley and chair of the LSP.
The BMF is, in turn, commissioning a
number of Prevent projects locally.55 The
BMF has also received £48,023 to work
with mosques in Sandwell and
Wolverhampton.This has involved training
thirty-six Imams on ‘Britishness’ through
fact-finding missions to the British Museum
and Whitehall.56

As one local authority manager in London
noted: ‘Three years earlier, this work would
have been funded as community cohesion.
However, the target is now solely Muslims.’57 A
voluntary sector worker in the Midlands told
us: ‘A lot of Prevent projects are just recre-
ational activities that don’t change anyone’s
views on anything.’58 On the other hand, a

18



youth worker in the north thought that:
‘People are more and more burying their true
feelings on issues like Afghanistan and Iraq.We
need to be able to reach these people and edu-
cate them. Sport is a good way of doing this.’59

Another in the same city said: ‘What we are
getting is touchy-feely community cohesion
projects.They merely give the illusion that
some kind of work is going on to prevent vio-
lent extremism.’60 Someone involved in Prevent
in the Midlands told us: ‘You could argue any
project could be to do with preventing violent
extremism, including local leisure activities.’61

A point made by a number of people in the
voluntary sector was that important work was
becoming increasingly reliant on Prevent fund-
ing, despite counter-terrorism being an inap-
propriate label to attach to it.The manager of a
youth work project in the north told us that
previously his organisation used to be ‘funded
through charitable trusts but we were forced to
use Prevent money, even though we didn’t
want to, when other sources dried up.As youth
workers, we believe in soft outcomes, such as
empowerment, rather than something like pre-
venting extremism.We would prefer to fund
this work through charitable trust funding
rather than Prevent.’62 The manager of a
women’s project in the Midlands said: ‘All the
doors to obtaining funding for work with
Muslim women were shutting and all the sign-
posts were pointing to Prevent.’63

What of the areas that are considered key
targets for the Prevent programme?

• Bradford, which has not designated NI35
as a target, has been allocated £1.425 mil-
lion over three years by the DCLG Prevent
programme. Its key projects include the
Future Leaders project – based at the Islamic
Cultural and Educational Association at
Madni Jamia Masjid, which is training 500
young people on leadership skills – and
work with the Bradford Council of
Mosques to build the capacity of Imams,
increase safety in buildings and engage in
interfaith work. Local authority managers in
Bradford consider the Prevent tag an unfor-
tunate label and prefer to see their approach
as based on ‘engaging communities to build
capacity and cohesion’.64

• In Tower Hamlets, which has designated
NI35 as a target and has a £1.3 million
Prevent budget from DCLG over three
years, twenty-eight projects have been
selected for funding.The ones with the
largest sums are: work with Somali ex-
offenders and community leaders run by the
Ocean Somali Community Association,

Tower Hamlets Somali Organisation
Network and Al Huda Mosque (£100,000),
detached youth work with the Brick Lane
Youth Development Agency (£95,000),
interfaith and empowerment work with the
Council of Mosques (£75,000), schools
work run by Ebrahim College (£60,000),
development of an internet-based de-radi-
calisation programme by Bold Creative
(£60,000) and building capacity of Muslim
families to resist violent extremism
(£50,000).65

• Lastly, in Birmingham, which is the largest
recipient of Prevent money and has also des-
ignated NI35 as a target, work has been
undertaken across five key themes: reclaim-
ing Islam, media, women, young people and
cross-cutting projects.The £525,000
Birmingham received through the PVEPF
was used to fund eleven mosque projects on
young people, women, the media, teaching
Imams English and developing management
structures in mosques, as well as funding
criminal records checks on all staff at
madrassahs.The £2.4 million which
Birmingham has been allocated from DCLG
over 2008/9–2010/11 is being used for ten
new projects, including extending the gover-
nance work with a further thirty mosques,
incorporating citizenship studies as part of
the curriculum in madrassahs, youth inclu-
sion work, media workshops, a Muslim
women’s forum, mentoring with young
people, youth work with Somalis and an
Archives and Heritage project which seeks
to inform young Muslims about the inter-
twining of British and Muslim history.66

Finally, money has been allocated directly from
the DCLG to voluntary sector organisations
rather than via local authorities. In 2008/9,
£8.5 million was provided in this form, of
which the largest part was the Community
Leadership Fund (CLF).67 The first round of
CLF money, amounting to £650,000, was dis-
tributed to nineteen organisations in 2007/8.
The largest beneficiaries were the British
Muslim Forum (£150,000 to improve gover-
nance in mosques and capacity building),
Common Purpose (£65,000 for training
‘young leaders’) and the Sufi Muslim Council
(£53,000 for training Imams and capacity
building).The following year, the CLF budget
increased to £5.1 million over three years.
Thirty-two projects were funded nationally to
complement the work being funded through
local authorities.The projects were in five cate-
gories: building capacity of Muslim organisa-
tions and communities, supporting Muslim
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young people, supporting Muslim women,
building capacity of Muslim religious leaders
and supporting local forums against extremism
and Islamophobia. Major beneficiaries in
2008/9 were again the Sufi Muslim Council
(£150,000), the British Muslim Forum
(£125,000) and Common Purpose
(£65,000).68

As well as encouraging local work with
Muslim young people and women, the DCLG
has also established two national groups of ‘rep-
resentatives’ of these categories. Launched in
October 2008, the Young Muslims Advisory
Group is made up of twenty-three Muslims
aged 16–25 from across the UK. It held a
national youth conference in March 2009.69

The National Muslim Women’s Advisory
Group was launched in January 2008 as a
group of nineteen women to ‘act as ambassa-
dors for Muslim women at grass roots and repre-
sent their views and concerns to Government’.70

It works on issues of civic participation, theo-
logical understanding and the identification of
role models.The manager of a Muslim
women’s organisation told us that ‘the govern-
ment is creating a tier of “representatives”
through organisations such as these because it
wants to be seen to do something. But it’s all a
smokescreen to distract from the underlying
political issues that cause extremism.’71 The
manager of another Muslim women’s organisa-
tion who is a member of the National Muslim
Women’s Advisory Group said: ‘When I started,
no one wanted to know about Muslim
women. Now, there is finally all this invest-
ment.Yet despite the money being available, it
is being wasted on work that isn’t going any-
where.’72

There is no doubt that the need for com-
munity development among Muslim popula-
tions is great. But there are serious problems
when deprived communities with many needs
find that their voluntary sector organisations
believe that they can only access the resources
to meet these needs if they are willing to sign
up to a counter-terrorism agenda.This is par-
ticularly so when that agenda brings with it an
element of surveillance – a problem we shall
examine in chapter 6.As one interviewee
noted, it is counter-productive for the govern-
ment to relate ‘to Muslims only through a
counter-terrorism label rather than as citizens
through mainstream policies’.73 Another noted
that ‘community development and counter-ter-
rorism are fundamentally different and have
different objectives’.74 Moreover, if organisa-
tions are forced to accept Prevent money to
survive, in spite of the concerns of the commu-
nities they work with, then there is a danger of
the whole exercise being undermined.The

manager of a Prevent-funded youth work proj-
ect in London told us:

Engaging young people is great but they
are very critical of the government so
winning their hearts and minds is contra-
dictory. I am ashamed to say where the
money is coming from. I get questions
from young people about why it’s called
Preventing Violent Extremism.The gov-
ernment is investing money in trying to
get trust but young people don’t trust the
government.They expect that they will
be stopped at airports. Investing money in
communities appears contradictory if you
don’t listen.Workers themselves are
becoming disillusioned. It makes us feel
like hypocrites.75

CONTEST 2

In March 2009, the government published a
revised counter-terrorism strategy, written by
the OSCT, known as ‘Contest 2’.The new
strategy signalled a commitment to a much
more overt campaign of challenging not just
‘violent extremism’ but ‘extremism’ in general.
This was a response to two public criticisms
which had been made of the Prevent pro-
gramme as it had been implemented to date:
first, that the criteria determining who was
entitled to access funding were too loose so
that groups which were ‘extremist’ but not
engaged in criminal violence could get fund-
ing; second, that much of the work being
funded was of little relevance to actually reduc-
ing the risk of ‘extremism’ and that there
needed to be more of an emphasis on direct
challenges to ‘extremist’ ideas rather than gen-
eral community development work.

As a result of these criticisms, the govern-
ment was able to be more explicit in stating
exactly what it wanted the Prevent programme
to do.Thus the key shift in Contest 2 is the
government’s attempt to lead British society in
overtly challenging ‘views which fall short of
supporting violence and are within the law, but
which reject and undermine our shared values
and jeopardise community cohesion’.76 The
Contest 2 programme claims to ‘have no inten-
tion of outlawing these views or criminalising
those who hold them’.77 Instead, it wants these
views to be actively opposed by non-govern-
ment agencies, particularly Muslim organisa-
tions, so that ‘the ideology which sustains
terrorism will be subject to greater challenge in
and by communities in this country, notably
but not only by British Muslims, making it
harder for terrorists to operate here and to
recruit people to their cause’.78



As part of its Contest 2 strategy document,
the OSCT has included a ‘brief history’ of the
threat to the UK from ‘international terrorism’
(see Box 2).

In a speech on 25 February 2009, the then
communities minister Hazel Blears clarified
what the new approach to ‘extremism’ would
involve.Those who do not espouse violence
but who do not share ‘core values’ will be
directly confronted, she said, because ‘extrem-
ism’ was contributing ‘to an environment
which makes violence more acceptable or jus-
tifiable, makes individuals more susceptible to
committing acts of violence’. She went on to
define extremism as a ‘belief in the supremacy
of the Muslim people, in a divine duty to bring
the world under the control of hegemonic
Islam, in the establishment of a theocratic
Caliphate, and in the undemocratic imposition
of theocratic law on whole societies’.This ‘ide-
ology’, she said, is rooted ‘in a twisted reading
of Islam’ and challenging this ideology requires
‘moral clarity’ in relating to ‘organisations and
individuals with whose views we disagree
vehemently, who, for example, have unaccept-
able attitudes towards women, Jews, or gay and
lesbian people’.There is a need for ‘a clear
dividing line between what we consider
acceptable, and what we consider beyond the
pale’. She then described a kind of sliding scale
of acceptability with ministerial contact offered
as a form of reward:

With groups which call for or support
terrorist acts there is no room whatsoever
for debate, only vociferous opposition.
With groups which do not call for ter-
rorism, but which have an equivocal atti-
tude on core values such as democracy,

freedom of speech or respect towards
women, there is some scope for limited
engagement.An important part of any
engagement will be to challenge those
views that the Government considers
unacceptable.With other groups or coali-
tions, which on the whole accept core
values and reject extremism, but which
have some internal dissent about these
principles, there is scope for broader
debate in public – especially where this
would encourage men and women stand-
ing up for core values, and help them
carry the day inside the organisation.And
with those groups taking a genuine lead,
ministers can make visits, share platforms,
debate in public.The stronger the group’s
example, the stronger the case for minis-
terial involvement at a high level, all the
way up to the prime minister.86

Suggesting that there was a danger of excessive
tolerance of diversity impeding this pro-
gramme, she said that: ‘This country is proud of
its tradition of fair play and good manners,
welcoming of diversity, tolerant of others.This
is a great strength. But the pendulum has
swung too far.’87

Another version of which views would be
considered extremist was given by OSCT head
Charles Farr. He spoke of ‘views in some quar-
ters here that western culture is evil and that
Muslims living in this country should not
engage with western cultural organisations, for
want of a better term, with western culture
itself ’. He goes on: ‘There is nothing violent
about that and it is not necessarily going to
lead to terrorism, but it does seem to me to be
unreal for this or any other government not to
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Box 2: A ‘brief history’ of ‘international terrorism’

With the publication of Contest 2, the OSCT has
included as part of its counter-terrorism strategy
document ‘a detailed account of the history of
the threat’.79 This is the first time that the govern-
ment has decided to publish its own account of
the history of ‘international terrorism’, which it
traces back to 1968. ‘The first modern interna-
tional terrorist incident,’ this official history
claims, took place ‘when a faction of the Palestine
Liberation Organisation (PLO) hijacked an Israeli
commercial flight from Rome’.80 The next key
moment in this history is the early 1980s, when a
‘militant Islamist ideology’, initially with only a
domestic agenda, emerged in Egypt and Afghan-
istan.81 But this militant Islamism soon had a

‘growing influence’ which was ‘seen elsewhere,
notably in the first intifadah in the Occupied
Territories from 1987 onwards’.82 This trajectory
then leads to the formation of al Qaida in the
late 1980s in Afghanistan.83 In this rendering, as
some commentators have noted, a whole range
of movements involving Arabs or Muslims, includ-
ing an uprising by Palestinians which was domi-
nated by secular nationalist politics, is merged
together to form an idea of Islamist ‘international
terrorism’. The political context to international
terrorism is minimised,84 and political violence by
Muslims is implicitly taken to be a cultural prob-
lem located within Islam’s failure to properly tran-
sition to modernity.85
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say that they are going to challenge that, and
that is no more nor less than what this
Government is now saying.’88

This point was illustrated when, on the eve
of the publication of the Contest 2 strategy
document, the government wrote a letter to
the Muslim Council of Britain (MCB) stating
that unless its deputy general secretary Daud
Abdullah resigned, it would sever relations with
the organisation.89 Abdullah had recently signed
the so-called Istanbul declaration which called
for Muslims to resist the blockade of Gaza.The
public rift with the MCB was a symbolic
matter; it had long since fallen out of favour
with government. But the government’s dis-
tancing of a major Muslim organisation sent a
signal that, as one interviewee noted, ‘the
crunch was now coming for all sorts of organi-
sations which had received Prevent funding in
the past’.90 Much of the community develop-
ment work that had been funded in the past
would now have to involve itself in the explicit
promotion of ‘British values’ and the rejection

of ‘anti-western’ views.A community activist
put it like this:

With the Contest 2 agenda, it makes it
impossible for us to continue the sort of
work with young people we have been
doing, for example theatre work, which is
now considered too much of a ‘softly
softly’ approach.When we did a play
about a young person who becomes radi-
calised, we had a panel event afterwards,
with discussion and young people asking
questions. But the Contest 2 agenda
instructs people what is right or wrong in
a more directive way. It tells young
people ‘you will not disagree’, ‘you will
support British troops’, that sort of thing.
There is no room for us to let young
people explore their anger in the way
that they need to.With Contest 2, we
can’t even listen to what young people
tell us – as we have a duty to report it.91
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For many interviewees, a key issue was the
relationship between Prevent and other

policy agendas, in particular community cohe-
sion. Community cohesion has had a number
of meanings since it was introduced as a policy
programme following the riots in Oldham,
Burnley and Bradford in the summer of 2001.
The government rhetoric with which it was
associated at birth indicated that it was a decla-
ration of the end of multiculturalism and an
assertion that Asians, Muslims in particular,
would have to develop ‘a greater acceptance of
the principal national institutions’ and assimi-
late to ‘core British values’.92 At a local level, it
has been associated with projects involving
cross-cultural contact, inter-faith dialogue and
twinning of schools, all aimed at bridging the
gaps between communities and overcoming
fragmentation.While government rhetoric
often mistakenly presented this fragmentation
as the result of an over-tolerance of diversity
which allowed non-white communities to ‘self-
segregate’, others managed to use the language
of cohesion for more progressive local projects
that united across communities to address
shared issues of deprivation.As we have noted,
on occasion, Prevent funding has allowed some
projects to continue doing work of this kind
‘under the radar’ – at least in the early stages.

One youth service manager told us that, for
a couple of years, he was able to ‘exploit the
tension between community cohesion and
Prevent’ to develop a Prevent-funded project
that brought together Muslim and non-Muslim
young people to work on democratic empow-
erment. However, given the Prevent pro-
gramme’s near exclusive focus on Muslim
communities, this has proved increasingly diffi-
cult. ‘We were lucky that we were in there
from the start when parameters were not set –
which we could exploit. But I’m not sure how
long you can continue with that.Things are
becoming more rigid. It seems to be more
target-driven as the local authority gets to
understand more about what pressures central
government can apply.There are too many

issues now.’93 Someone active on a Prevent
funding board in the Midlands told us that
‘since the police have got involved, the empha-
sis is more on actual Prevent rather than com-
munity development and cohesion’.94

The manager of a youth project in the
north observed that: ‘Prevent goes against the
community cohesion and racial equality agen-
das because it ends up reinforcing single group
contact.The main impact of Prevent is not
what the government intended it to be. It is
the further marginalisation of the Muslim
community, a re-emphasised focus on Muslims,
which has changed the perception of them in
non-Muslim communities.’95 In this sense,
Prevent is the opposite of community cohesion
even if, in order to make it more palatable, it
has sometimes been presented as the same.
What is clear is that Prevent has largely dis-
placed the community cohesion agenda; the
amount of money and commitment pouring
into Prevent dwarfs the resources that ever
went into community cohesion.As one com-
munity worker in the north told us: ‘Prevent is
taking over the whole public policy arena –
community cohesion and racial equality are
subservient to it.’96

While cross-community work in the name
of cohesion has suffered, the ideas of ‘shared
values’ and Britishness – also a powerful strand
within the community cohesion agenda – have
been strengthened by Prevent, especially since
the publication of Contest 2. In this respect,
Prevent has absorbed from the community
cohesion programme the part which was most
alienating to many Muslims, what is seen as a
one-sided demand to assimilate to ill-defined
values of Britishness.A youth service manager
in London told us: ‘The push for Britishness
causes alienation.We become the “other”.We
need to be studied, managed, contained. Every
conference we go to on Prevent frames things
this way.’97

One of the consequences of focusing signifi-
cant resources on one group has been the cre-
ation of animosity across other groups.A

5. Discrimination and division

Prevent is discriminatory in its sole focus on Muslims, with other communi-
ties involved only insofar as it is necessary to support the core objective of a
‘hearts and minds’ campaign among Muslims. Prevent has undermined pro-
gressive elements within the earlier community cohesion agenda and
absorbed from it those parts which are most problematic. Often the relation-
ship between a local authority and its Muslim citizens is conducted through
the very same ‘community gatekeepers’ which the community cohesion
agenda had identified as being problematic and divisive. Muslim organisa-
tions which reject the Prevent programme – for legitimate reasons – are
regarded with suspicion.



community activist in the Midlands told us:
‘Other communities – Hindus, Sikhs, the Black
community – are upset that Muslims are get-
ting all this money, even if Muslims themselves
don’t want to be put in this situation or be
labelled. I have had councillors from other
communities saying it is unfair. So, in this way,
Prevent reinforces negative attitudes. It does
not help to bring about good relations or com-
munity cohesion.’98 Similarly, another commu-
nity activist said: ‘With the second round of
Prevent funding, people were saying:“Look the
money only goes to Muslims.Why do you
have to be violent extremists to get money?”’99

A local authority worker in the Midlands told
us that, through Prevent, ‘a mishmash of cul-
tural and religious identity politics was playing
out’ as different groups compete for funds.
Existing ethnic divisions are thus being wors-
ened. ‘Communities are becoming more insu-
lar.’100 Others in the Midlands and London told
us that local authorities are trying to keep local
Muslim community leaders happy by slicing up
the available money to all the local groups.This
meant that ‘communities are fragmented in
competition over pots of money for projects
that are tokenistic’.101

OTHER EXTREMISMS?

Many interviewees asked why there was not a
wider programme of preventing extremism
across all communities.The Contest 2 strategy
document states that: ‘Because the greatest
threat at present is from terrorists who claim to
act in the name of Islam, much Prevent activity
takes place in and with Muslim communities.
But the principles of our Prevent work apply
equally to other communities who may be the
focus of attention from violent extremist
groups.’102 We have been unable, however, to
document any practical Prevent work in the
community that is not directed in some way at
Muslim communities; and we have been unable
to find any examples of work that focuses sub-
stantially on far-Right extremism.

A youth service manager in London said
that staff training had included a mention of
far-Right extremism. However, she added that:
‘While they say extremism refers to all com-
munities, in practice it is all Muslims.’ She
noted that, despite the social exclusion affecting
some white communities in her area, there had
been no engagement with them in the way
that Muslims had been focused on.103 A volun-
tary sector worker in the Midlands said: ‘People
feel that Prevent is aimed only at the Muslim
community and is labelling them. If you look
at the government’s guidance, you will see
there is just a cursory paragraph which talks

about preventing all forms of extremism.This is
all very well but, in real life, money is only
going to the Muslim community.That is not
right.The money should tackle all forms of
extremism, like the BNP for instance.’104

In Birmingham, the council’s Prevent deliv-
ery plan states that there is a cross-community
problem of extremism but then focuses in
practice on Muslims:

Arguably terrorism affects all the com-
munities across Birmingham, but it is the
Muslim communities who will be
engaged with regards to the Prevent
agenda.This is because Muslim commu-
nities are most vulnerable to radicalisa-
tion, and the agenda seeks to provide
support to the people and groups who
are making a positive contribution to this
agenda.105

A local authority worker noted that, while
police officers engaged in Prevent work talk
about the threat of far-Right extremism, ‘noth-
ing practical’ is proposed in relation to it.106

Someone involved in Prevent told us that:
‘There are no projects on the far Right.The
issue was aired but it was blocked.The idea of
bringing together work on far-Right and
Muslim extremists and looking at the problem
as a whole was dropped.’107

In Bradford, the city council presents its
Prevent programme as adopting a ‘whole com-
munity approach’ that focuses not only on the
Muslim community but also on right-wing
extremism in white communities and even on
‘animal rights extremists’ in rural areas.108

However, the bulk of the projects funded are to
do with engaging young Muslims, Muslim
women and mosques.We were also told by
managers at the city council that the Prevent
budget in Bradford is about ‘building capacity
within Muslim communities so that they can
contribute to the agenda positively’. But it
needed to be done in such a way that other
communities also felt it included them: ‘If you
just give this money to Muslim communities,
you fuel the far-Right perception that Muslims
get priority.’109

We were repeatedly told by interviewees
across England that they were unaware of any
work being done on far-Right extremism.A
voluntary sector worker in the Midlands told
us: ‘To my knowledge, there is no work being
done on white racist extremism. It’s a massive
gap. It would be good to do it because then
Prevent wouldn’t be focused on one commu-
nity.While all the Prevent stuff is going on, the
BNP is growing quietly and effectively.’110 A
youth project manager in the north told us: ‘I
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am not aware of any Prevent projects that look
at extremism in non-Muslim communities.’111

Another interviewee stated: ‘Prevent should
deal with all sections of the community – not
just Muslims. But there are no projects that
define extremism to include far-Right extrem-
ism. I wonder as to the legitimacy of this in
terms of race relations legislation. I find it so
discriminatory.Why is one section of the com-
munity being targeted?’112 Elsewhere in the
north, a local authority worker told us: ‘The
main criticism of Prevent has been that it has
focused only on the Muslim community rather
than the BNP.’113

In recent months, there has been growing
concern about the dangers of far-Right
extremism.114 In July, Neil Lewington of
Berkshire was convicted of preparing a cam-
paign of racist terrorism after chemicals for
making firebombs were discovered in his
home.115 The summer of 2009 has also seen
activity by the far-Right English Defence
League, which has marched through
Birmingham with the slogan ‘deport all
Muslims’.

In August 2009, updated guidance for local
Prevent partners was published by the
OSCT.116 This update seemed to signal a shift
in emphasis in Prevent work. It noted a desire
to learn from feedback that a restriction of
activities to Muslim communities discourages
some groups from involvement and that bring-
ing communities together is an important part
of challenging violent extremism.117 While the
new guidance recognises that ‘violent far right
groups’ should also be taken seriously, the
measures to be taken on this will be separated
from Prevent, resourced separately and, presum-
ably, take a very different form.118 John
Denham, the new secretary of state for com-
munities and local government, indicated, how-
ever, that the Prevent strategy would be
adjusted and partially renamed to include a
focus on white racist groups.This was seen as
an acknowledgement that the current policy
has alienated many Muslims.119

It remains unclear what form this shift in
emphasis will take in practice.We have already
seen that, in order to make them more palat-
able, some local authorities have felt the need
to present their Prevent programmes as work-
ing across communities to create ‘cohesion’.
Others have sought to avoid the Prevent tag
altogether in order to gain acceptance. Brent,
for example, rebranded its Prevent programme
two years ago as ‘Building a stronger and
united West London: working with Muslim
communities’.120 Whatever the wording, so
long as the projects funded are actually directed

at Muslims, with other communities involved
only so far as it supports the core objective of a
‘hearts and minds’ campaign among Muslims,
the fundamental problem of a discriminatory
agenda will remain.

REJECTING PREVENT

For many community organisations, the intro-
duction of Prevent funding programmes has
fuelled local tensions within the voluntary
sector as different groups wrestle with the issue
of whether to engage with the programme,
often in the face of strong pressure from local
authorities to accept money and strong pressure
from the community to refuse it.There is a
growing trend for organisations in the commu-
nity and voluntary sector to reject Prevent
funding as a matter of principle.The manager
of a voluntary sector organisation in the north
told us that:

We decided not to apply for Prevent
funding as the whole philosophy is
against that of our organisation. Our
objectives are connecting people for
improved community relations, not to
focus on the Muslim community, which
we feel would have a negative impact on
relations. Other organisations have used
Prevent funding: some mosques have
taken advantage of the money by
enhancing their resource libraries for
Muslim communities. But once people
start disseminating information on where
the money is really coming from, people
felt they could not get involved.

The main impact of Prevent in this area
has been the divisiveness that has been
created.This is true of organisations
within the voluntary sector, which have
scarce resources and have had to adapt
their activities in order to attract these
funds, and at a community level too,
where it has created friction between dif-
ferent communities.What essentially hap-
pens is that advocates of the government’s
position are created. Influential Muslims
are able to claim that they are better
equipped to deal with these issues than
others, so they should be given the
money.The government says: ‘Okay but
ensure that you say extremism is wrong.
And you must teach people to accept our
values and obey the law.And you must
tell the world that it is okay to be a
Muslim here and that you accept things
the way they are.’
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Those who have not engaged with
Prevent projects are really those working
in those organisations which believe in
freedom of choice; advocates, like myself,
of listening to each other, challenging
each other’s beliefs and opinions, talking
about what we feel is right and wrong
and then being free to practice as we
wish.This has isolated us.Those who
have benefited from this are those
Muslim leaders who have now been
established as gatekeepers of the commu-
nity but who just form part of the propa-
ganda machine for the time being.

Also, it gets Muslims talking about the
negative aspects relating to their commu-
nities: the premise of Prevent is that it
needs to get Muslims to talk about
extremism.Young Muslims are picking up
on this and so it doesn’t work; they are
aren’t interested in getting involved with
the buying of Muslims to work against
Muslims.This will only lead to more
extremism. It has created mistrust and
organisations like ours are consequently
devalued. Our organisation is now under
scrutiny because we are opposed to get-
ting involved with the Prevent agenda.
We have since been locked into a battle
with the council.121

The manager of a youth project in the north,
which had previously worked with Prevent
funding but had then decided not to, told us:

Young people have responded to these
projects with a large degree of animosity.
There is actually a stigma that is now
attached to those that accept Prevent
funding, that it is dirty money. But
money talks at the end of the day.We
have worked on numerous Prevent proj-
ects in the past but we are going to con-
sciously move away from Prevent now
because we have become increasingly
unhappy with the wider agenda.We
know that now we’re stopping, we will
suffer financially.We will lose about forty
per cent of our income but there are
more important things than money.122

Some argued that it was ‘missing a trick not to
take Prevent money and use it to promote
peace and well-being across all communities
and give people a sense of belonging’.The
manager of one youth work project in the
north told us: ‘We’ve had our fair share of criti-

cism, of people saying,“why have you taken
the money”, but our answer is that the money
is benefiting the community.This pot of
money is a huge level of support from govern-
ment.’123 Others felt that there needed to be a
balance between the opportunity to build
capacity, which the Muslim community and
voluntary sector had never had, and the dan-
gers associated with accepting Prevent funding.
Still others felt that, by engaging with Prevent,
they had a voice within the system and could
try to change it from within. On the other
hand, some felt that true power to bring about
change came from refusing the money and
remaining independent.

In another example, the Lancashire Council
of Mosques was divided over whether to
accept the money.A representative of the
organisation told us: ‘We had some reservations
and so we raised questions with civil servants
and senior police. Most people were satisfied
with the answers, so we engaged with the
process.’ But this engagement became unten-
able after Contest 2 was introduced. ‘That irri-
tated people a lot – the criteria and the
perceptions all seemed to label Muslims as ter-
rorists.The criteria defining extremism were in
fact central tenets of Islam.The attitude was to
blame the whole Muslim community.We
decided we would not tap into funding. Many
other mosques took a view that it was better to
use public money than let someone else waste
it. But we have never received any money.All
sorts of groups have taken money instead. It is
a waste of public money.’124

A community activist in the north told us:

I have been arguing that we shouldn’t
take this money because it demonises
Muslims. In other words, it’s saying there’s
a problem with our religion.The Prevent
strategy takes the Islamic faith as prob-
lematic. How can you accept money that
tarnishes your religion? Even people who
take the money and use it for good
things, they are propagating the idea of
Islam as being the cause of extremism. It
has created tensions and friction in the
community between those who have
taken the money and those who have
not. Hence there is a lot of secrecy:
people don’t want others in the Muslim
community to know that they are sitting
on boards and working with the police
through Prevent. Even those who were
advocates, when they saw Contest 2 and
the community discussions and public
meetings, they withdrew.125
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Another community activist said:

Our organisation has been placed
between a rock and a hard place.With
Prevent, we were used as service deliver-
ers rather than strategic partners. If we
could have been seen as shaping the
agenda we could have acted as a broker
with the community. Instead, we are
being told what to do.This made things
very difficult for us with other commu-
nity groups. If we are not careful, our
standing within the community falls.The
main impact of Prevent work locally has
been greater mistrust of the police. It’s
impacted all the wrong way.And there is
more reluctance on the part of the
Muslim community to engage at all.126

A worker in the voluntary sector in the north
‘decided not to get involved in Prevent because
it reinforces the association with Islam and
terror, and it implies an acceptance of responsi-
bility’. Moreover, he noted that ‘conflicts
between Muslims are arising out of this – it’s

polarising.Those who take the money are seen
as complicit with the government agenda and
are sell-outs.Those who don’t are seen as bor-
derline extremists.’127 The manager of a volun-
tary sector organisation in the Midlands told
us: ‘We had no option but to apply for Prevent
funding because of other sources drying up,
leaving us in a poor financial situation. But lots
of people won’t touch this money with a
bargepole. People in the Muslim community
have held press conferences saying that the
money should go back to the government.’128

For many, working on the Prevent pro-
gramme has taken its toll on a personal level.
One community activist told us: ‘The Prevent
work was so stressful and it caused us a lot of
personal anguish.All my family were affected.
We are happy not to be involved any more.’129

Another told us: ‘Working on Prevent has been
draining mentally.We have had arguments
among ourselves.We’ve lost sleep over it.We
can smell the stench of Islamophobia.A diffi-
culty for Muslim professionals is that we are
expected to leave our identity behind in a pro-
fessional environment.’130
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In a Panorama programme broadcast on 16
February 2009, BBC journalist Richard

Watson reported a source ‘at the heart of the
government’s counter-terrorism work’ as saying
that some Prevent projects were actually being
used ‘to trawl for intelligence’ and that ‘many
intelligence analysts are already in place’.131 In
response, the OSCT stated that ‘any allegation
that Prevent projects are a cover for spying on
people is completely untrue’.132 However, as
we show below, there is strong evidence that
Prevent-funded services are being used by
counter-terrorist police for information gather-
ing and that the line between the Prevent
strand and the investigative Pursue strand of the
Contest strategy is being blurred in a way that
is wholly counter-productive.133

It is entirely appropriate that the police and
intelligence services have placed a number of
Muslim individuals under surveillance. It is also
right that channels should be made available for
other professionals such as youth workers and
teachers to provide information to the police if
there are reasons to believe that an individual is
involved in criminality. Moreover, police intel-
ligence might appropriately be shared with
other agencies in order to target the delivery of
services.What is at issue is whether profession-
als providing non-policing local services, such
as youth workers and teachers, should be
expected to routinely provide information to
the counter-terrorist police not just on individ-
uals who might be ‘at risk’ of committing a
criminal offence but also on the political and
religious opinions of young people, and the
dynamics of the local Muslim community as a
whole.

Our research suggests that a major objective
of the Prevent programme is, in fact, the foster-
ing of much closer relationships between the
counter-terrorist policing system and providers
of non-policing local services precisely to facil-
itate these kinds of flows of information on
individuals whose opinions are considered
extreme and on the local Muslim population in
general.This elaborate ‘mapping’ of Muslim
communities is then used not just for the

investigation of criminal activity but also to
identify areas, groups and individuals that are ‘at
risk’ of extremism.The evidence that this is the
case consists of:

1) The fact that Prevent-funded voluntary sector
organisations and workers in local authorities are
becoming increasingly aware of the expectations on
them to act as providers of information to the
police.

The manager of a youth project in the
north told us:

More and more pressure is being
placed on our organisation to collude
with police needs.We have had a host
of requests from the police to collude
with them, for example asking us for
names of people at meetings and
things like ‘oh, can you just have a
conversation with …’ calls.When we
refuse, we have been told by the police
that ‘you are standing in our way’ and
they have tried to undermine our
organisation.We have been threatened
but we have refused to share the
beliefs, views and opinions of people
we work with.134

A youth project manager in London told us:
‘If there are specific individuals at risk you
would support them anyway out of a duty
of care. But the local Prevent Board is asking
for a more general map of Muslim commu-
nities. I make confidentiality promises to
young people, which I won’t break unless it
is a matter of child protection or a criminal
act.’135 Another youth project manager in
London said:

You’re supposed to report back infor-
mation to the Prevent Board, such as
mapping movements of individuals.
You have to provide information if an
individual is at risk. But you also need
to give information about the general

6. Mapping and surveillance

There is strong evidence that Prevent-funded services are being used to
gather intelligence on Muslim communities; to identify areas, groups and
individuals that are ‘at risk’ and to then facilitate interventions, such as the
Channel programme, as well as more general police engagement with the
Muslim community; and to manage perceptions of grievances. A significant
part of the Prevent programme is the embedding of counter-terrorism police
officers within the delivery of other local services. The implication of teachers
and youth, community and cultural workers in information sharing undercuts
professional norms of confidentiality.



picture, right down to which street
corners young people from different
backgrounds are hanging around on,
what mosques they go to, and so on.
There is probably a perception that
these are benign procedures and it is
an extension of a general attitude that
already exists, for example in the map-
ping of anti-social behaviour.136

One youth worker in the north said that
when, on the grounds of professional confi-
dentiality, he refused to give the police the
names of the young people he worked with
and information about their religious and
political views, he was himself questioned by
the police as to his own views.137

In at least one case, the pressure on youth
workers to become information providers is
alleged to have escalated into serious mis-
treatment by intelligence service officers. In
May 2009, allegations emerged of intimida-
tion by MI5 agents in Camden. Five Muslim
youth and community workers accused MI5
of waging a campaign of blackmail and
harassment in an attempt to recruit them as
informants – the men were given a choice
of working for the security services or
facing detention and harassment in the UK
and overseas.Three of the men say they
were detained at foreign airports on the
orders of MI5 after leaving Britain on family
holidays.138

In Birmingham, a worker on a youth proj-
ect, funded by the local authority but not
through Prevent, attracted the attention of
the intelligence services as a result of his
acquaintance with another person who was
later convicted of material support to the
Taliban. However, this youth worker was
himself innocent of any criminal activity
and, despite being under surveillance, no
evidence against him emerged. In spite of
this, it seems that the intelligence services
sought to undermine the project where the
youth worker was based.A file was submit-
ted to the local authority alleging a series of
minor misdemeanours by the youth worker
in his work.These would not normally have
resulted in his dismissal but, because of the
atmosphere of suspicion created around the
project, the youth worker lost his job.At the
time of writing, the worker is pursuing a
case for wrongful dismissal at an employ-
ment tribunal.139

In another case, Prevent funding was
approved for a youth centre aimed at

Muslims in a northern town.The centre was
to provide sports, keep fit, recreational facili-
ties and careers advice, as well as religious
guidance that aimed at providing a counter-
extremism narrative.The bid also recom-
mended the inclusion of free IT facilities as
it was ‘good for monitoring which websites
people were visiting’ and ‘intelligence gath-
ering’ was stated as one of the rationales for
the centre.140

Many interviewees were unclear as to who
had access to the data they collected in their
Prevent work.A person involved in Prevent
work in the Midlands said: ‘Depending on
who you ask, there are different answers to
the question of information sharing. I think
there is a serious issue around data gathering
on participants.Young people won’t be
aware of what is being collected on them –
there isn’t any accountability. Even organisa-
tions don’t know how data will be used.
This is a common concern among potential
participants.’141 Another person involved in
Prevent in the Midlands told us:

The perception is that the government
is trying to collect information on
Muslims in the UK – demographic
information that goes beyond the
census data – things like, who are the
leaders of the Muslim community.The
NI35 indicator means that each local
authority has to mark itself on how
well it is doing in its collection of data
(in terms of population, sect, ethnicity,
names, and so on). No other commu-
nity is having such data collected on
them in this way. Most of the data col-
lected is about innocent people.To
give you one example, if a Prevent
project is successfully funded then the
project leaders are subjected to secu-
rity checks. I can understand this.A
local authority does not want to be
embarrassed. But now, in some local
authorities, the police are saying that
anyone who applies under Prevent
should be subjected to a security
check, which means that even if you
don’t get funding, you will be subject
to an information gathering process
and a security check. I have told the
police that this is counter-productive.
This is what happens when the police
have too great an influence.142

In London, the manager of a voluntary
sector organisation told us: ‘To start with,
there was less pressure. Now it is much more
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about surveillance.We were told it is not
about surveillance – but it says it is about
“identifying risks”.Who is using this infor-
mation? How is it being used? The real
agenda is to mainstream surveillance across
all local authority departments. In the
absence of a statutory requirement against
Islamophobia, this will feed people’s
prejudices.’143

A community worker in the north said of
Prevent-funded projects that: ‘Any informa-
tion that they consider sensitive, they have
to give it over to the police. Not just for
crimes about to be committed but names
and telephone numbers of individuals in the
community.Youth workers have been told
that they have to give information and
phone numbers of individuals they are
working with.Agencies have to capitulate or
lose funding and be put under a lot of pres-
sure. In a context of voluntary sector organi-
sations with low capacity, shortage of
funding and an unwillingness to be assertive,
you get complicity.’144 An individual
involved with Prevent in the Midlands
pointed out that ‘youth workers get frus-
trated as projects turn out to be police data-
gathering exercises’.145 One manager of a
youth work project in the north took the

view that, in relation to surveillance: ‘If
you’ve done nothing wrong, you’ve got
nothing to worry about.’ He added that:
‘There is concern about people’s details
being passed on. I could not give guarantees
that information would not go to the secu-
rity services.’146

As a number of respondents pointed out, the
imposition of information sharing require-
ments on teachers and youth, community
and cultural workers undercuts professional
norms of confidentiality and trust.

2) The fact that Information Sharing Agreements
(ISAs) are being introduced to facilitate the sys-
tematic flow of information between counter-ter-
rorist police officers and Prevent-funded local
service providers.

Managers of Prevent-funded services such as
youth services are obliged to sign ISAs and
follow the protocols listed.The ISA for one
local authority area that is a focus of Prevent
work states that its aim is to clarify the cir-
cumstances under which ‘personal and sensi-
tive information’ can be shared, for example
with the police, in compliance with human
rights and data protection legislation. How-
ever, compliance is taken as being near-

Box 3: The regionalisation of intelligence gathering

Counter-terrorist intelligence gathering in Britain
has long been carried out by both the police and
MI5 (also known as ‘the security service’ and
based at Thames House, London). Each police
force’s Special Branch has historically had as its
primary function the carrying out of ‘covert intel-
ligence work in relation to national security’ and
has acted as the local eyes and ears of the security
state. In relation to the conflict in Northern
Ireland, MI5 and the mainland Special Branches
developed a close working relationship, with MI5
setting priorities for the police’s work.147

Since 9/11, intelligence-gathering activities have
expanded dramatically. Funding on counter-ter-
rorism and intelligence has increased from £1 bil-
lion in 2001 to an expected £3.5 billion by
2010/11.148 Between 2001 and 2008, MI5’s staff
almost doubled in size to about 3,500 and, for
the first time, it established regional offices in
population centres other than London. Its staff is
expected to rise to 4,000 by 2011, with a quarter
working away from London in the eight new
regional offices.

Police forces have also consolidated their regional
counter-terrorism resources. In London, the
Metropolitan Police’s Special Branch (SO12) and
Anti-Terrorist Branch (SO13) were amalgamated
in 2006 into a new Counter-Terrorism Command
(also known as SO15). Counter-Terrorist Units
(CTUs) have also been established in recent years
in forces outside London – in Greater Manchester
Police, West Midlands Police and West Yorkshire
Police – to work alongside MI5’s eight regional
offices. There are also Counter-Terrorist
Intelligence Units in Avon and Somerset
Constabulary, Sussex Police, Essex Police,
Derbyshire Constabulary and South Wales Police.
Counter-Terrorism Intelligence Officers based in
these new regional counter-terrorism units have
been recruited to co-ordinate intelligence gather-
ing. These officers are also central to developing
the more intricate working relationship with local
authorities that Prevent requires. The number of
police officers deployed on counter-terrorism
work has risen since 2003 from 1,700 to 3,000.149
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automatic: the ISA simply states that intelli-
gence gathering is a ‘legitimate public
expectation’, ‘in the substantial public inter-
est’ and ‘in the interests of national security’.
Under the ISA, information collected can
be shared for the purposes of, among others,
the ‘identification and prioritisation of sup-
ported action … of individuals of concern’
and ‘the tracking of identified people
through outreach and other related services’.
Information will also be used to identify
‘priority areas or priority groups (of people)
with the greatest need for intervention’.
Services funded by Prevent provide ‘a struc-
tured environment whereby information on
particular people or groups can be brought
together’.The kind of information to be
shared includes what the Data Protection
Act defines as ‘sensitive personal data’, such
as: ‘information concerning racial or ethnic
origin, political opinions, religious or other
similar beliefs, physical/mental health or
conditions, sexual life, alleged or committed
offences, proceedings, disposal or sentence
concerning any alleged or committed
offences’.

The effect of these kinds of information
sharing arrangements is to draw a whole
range of services into the counter-terrorist
system, not only by facilitating the flow of
information about individuals and commu-
nities from public services to the police but
also by briefing public and voluntary sector
managers on ‘restricted’ information from
the police, obliging them to keep this infor-
mation secure and private, and enabling its
use in targeting resources. Regular briefings
to local authorities and explanation of the
‘risks’ in an area by the police are seen as
key ways of building confidence and over-
coming the concerns of local authorities on
the Prevent programme.To this end, the
Association of Chief Police Officers has
issued guidance to encourage police forces
to share sensitive information with local
authority chief executives.150

The greater use of ISAs seems to be a
response to the concern expressed last year
by an Audit Commission and Her Majesty’s
Inspectorate of Constabulary report that:
‘Clearly defined information sharing proto-
cols are required to enable the briefing of a
wider audience.This should improve under-
standing of local vulnerability and encourage
intelligence flows from local and neighbour-
hood levels.’151 As part of the attempt to
deepen the involvement of local service
providers in the gathering of intelligence,

there seems to be a willingness to make a
certain amount of restricted information
about local perceived risks available beyond
those who have been formally vetted.This is
seen as a strategy to encourage all local
authority services to become potential
information sources: ‘Some of the best local
information may be gathered at neighbour-
hood level by the street cleaners, wardens
and housing officers.They may see or hear
things that are a departure from the normal
routine, but may not understand the rele-
vance to violent extremism or know who to
pass it on to in the most effective way.’152

3) The fact that a briefing on Prevent prepared for
the Association of Chief Police Officers in March
2008 states that one outcome of the police’s
involvement in Prevent is the ‘improved ability of
the Police to develop intelligence in key areas of
highest risk’ through the greater ‘community
engagement’ it enables.153

As part of its Prevent work, the police are
building links with community organisations
and local schools.The aim of these links is
to encourage flows of information to the
police and to manage perceptions of ‘griev-
ances’. Schools, youth projects and women’s
groups are seen as key organisations to target
as part of this ‘community engagement’.This
might be done, for example, by organising
cricket, boxing and football matches
between police and local Muslim youth
teams.And there is a need to continually
improve ‘knowledge of communities and
how they function both in a social and reli-
gious context’.154 The document notes that
this engagement process should be sup-
ported by ‘neighbourhood mapping’ which
‘involves taking a range of information
about communities in order to enhance
understanding of their needs and the
dynamics within a community and to target
the engagement process’.155 Another police
document reveals that there is an effort to
acquire knowledge about local Muslim
‘community representatives’ who might
potentially be engaged with.They must be
seen to be plausible representatives of their
community, not just knowledgeable about it,
and there needs to be an awareness that
these representatives might have an
‘agenda’.156 The manager of a youth work
project in the north told us that: ‘It is the
police who have undoubtedly benefited
from Prevent projects, as they have managed
to increase their profile within communities.
They have increased their resources and
been able to steamroll their idea of commu-
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nity engagement throughout. But they don’t
seem to understand that their engagement
fails because they do not have legitimacy
and trust within the community.’157

4) The fact that, across England, new teams of offi-
cers have been recruited to counter-terrorism units
in police forces to foster close relationships with
local service providers as part of the Prevent pro-
gramme.

West Midlands Police’s Community
Engagement and Intelligence Team, for
example, is responsible for maintaining a
comprehensive knowledge of local commu-
nities, key contacts and emerging commu-
nity issues.Twenty-three Security and
Partnership Officers have been recruited and
trained ‘to forge links with the Muslim
community’ as part of the Prevent strategy.158

Lancashire has twelve community engage-
ment officers ‘to promote trust and confi-
dence’ in relation to Prevent, working
closely with local authorities, schools,
women and religious groups.159 Essex police
has created a similar three-person commu-
nity engagement team.160

5) The fact that, in at least one area, the Prevent
programme is directly managed by the counter-ter-
rorist police.

A West Midlands Police counter-terrorism
officer has been permanently seconded to
the equality and diversity division of
Birmingham city council to manage its
Prevent work. He is supported by two
workers, a young persons’ development offi-
cer and a researcher/analyst, whose posts are
directly funded by the OSCT.

SCHOOLS AS SOURCES OF
INFORMATION

In October 2008, the Department for
Children, Schools and Families (DCSF) pub-
lished Learning Together To Be Safe: a toolkit to
help schools contribute to the prevention of violent
extremism, which gives practical advice for
schools in England on ‘equipping young people
with the knowledge and skills to challenge
extremism’.161 It requests that staff monitor
pupils for the ‘warning signs’ of extremism and
offers guidance on detecting ‘trigger points’ in
children who are vulnerable to radicalisation. It
recommends that schools ‘form good links with
police and other partners to share inform-
ation’.162 The purpose of such links is that

Box 4: From multi-agency policing to multi-agency surveillance

The practice of embedding police intelligence
gathering in the delivery of other local services
was pioneered in Northern Ireland. In the early
1980s, there was a push for this practice to be
adopted in British cities. With the re-organisa-
tion of policing under Metropolitan Police
Commissioner Sir Kenneth Newman (who had
previously served as chief constable of the Royal
Ulster Constabulary), not only was there an
increase in police powers brought in through
new legislation but there was also an effort to
incorporate social and welfare agencies into the
policing process. Although this was presented as
a supportive form of ‘community policing’, infor-
mation gathering was integral to this approach.
The aim was to extend the police’s ‘influence
and tentacles of surveillance ever wider into the
community, its schools and social and political
institutions, and even the family’.163 This meant
‘a greater degree of intervention on the part of
the police in the social services, in education, in
planning, in areas that have been the preserve
of local government and local authorities’.164

This new approach of co-ordinated working with

social agencies was reflected in the 1982 Police
Bill which, in its original version, proposed a
power to search confidential records held by
professional persons.165 As future cabinet minis-
ter Paul Boateng wrote at the time, without
proper accountability, ‘there are very real dan-
gers to civil liberties’ which could ‘lead all too
easily to a police state’ in which ‘the proper pro-
fessional distinctions between the roles of social
workers, probation officers, local government
workers, teachers and policemen, become con-
fused’.166 Campaigns for police accountability in
the early 1980s led to some diminishing of these
dangers and the power to search records was
dropped by the time the Police Bill became law,
as the Police and Criminal Evidence Act of 1984.
Nevertheless, the idea that social agencies co-
ordinate their work with the police took hold
and led to ‘multi-agency’ partnerships between
the police and the local authority becoming
common practice. Now, in the name of counter-
terrorism, the extent to which police forces have
integrated themselves into local service delivery
is much greater.



schools can ‘help local authorities and police
understand tensions affecting their pupils.
Schools will observe or hear how communities
are feeling, may witness an event that has hap-
pened, or be aware that something might
happen. In all these three types of situation,
information from schools is important to help
the local authority or police gain a whole
community view and so protect young people
from harm or causing harm.’167

How then are teachers to spot potential
risks? The DCSF toolkit endorses advice from
the Quilliam Foundation thinktank about
behaviours that ‘could indicate a young person
is being influenced by extremists and develop-
ing a mindset that could lead them to accept
and undertake violent acts’.The indicators
listed include: expressions of political ideology
such as support for ‘the Islamic political
system’, a focus on scripture as an exclusive
moral source, a ‘conspiratorial mindset’, seeing
the West as a source of evil in the world and
literalism in the reading of Muslim texts.168 The
Qulliam Foundation is also backing up this
advice with its Radicalisation Awareness
Programme training for teachers and other
local authority workers on how to spot the
signs of extremism.The danger with this is that
radical religious and political opinions become
mistaken for terrorist indoctrination – espe-
cially given the potential problems with the
Quilliam Foundation’s definition of ‘extremism’
(see chapter 7).

In at least one further education college, it
was reported that the names of individual stu-
dents had been passed to the police because of
the views they expressed in a session that was
meant to encourage discussion about political
issues.169 These students were then allegedly
passed through the Channel programme (see
below). Police documents listing the individual
schools that are ‘of interest’ in another city in
England reveal that many are primary schools.
Police community engagement officers will be
seeking to build links with these schools to
establish flows of information. In addition,
counter-terrorist police officers are telling
schools that they need to be informed if a stu-
dent says something ‘extremist’.

As one interviewee noted: ‘Prevent is
moving towards a focus on thought crimes,
especially with the schools toolkit targeting
children. How will teachers be trained in this?
What will be the effect on children for the rest
of their life?’170 Another interviewee noted
that:

Teachers need to be equipped to deal
with controversial issues of extremism.
Educationally there is nothing to support

teachers in discussion of difficult choices.
Teachers tell us we don’t know how to
deal with these issues. It’s about building
an ethos and capacity in schools to deal
with foreign policy issues, and so on. No
one believes that controversial discussions
can occur without opening up a whole
mindset of global injustice and percep-
tions of grievance.There needs to be a
right to protest and children need to be
helped by teachers to do that effectively
without bringing the police into the
school.171

The government’s Prevent toolkit for schools
locates itself within the broad context of citi-
zenship education. But as Javid Akram and
Robin Richardson have written, a well-mean-
ing commitment to engaging with young
people as citizens is undermined by the danger
that, in practice, schools will be seen as ‘too
closely associated with the wider Prevent
agenda to have the capacity to win the trust
and commitment of teachers, parents and com-
munities, and of young people themselves’.172

While many school heads are following the
government’s agenda, some others, it should be
noted, are refusing to engage with the police
on counter-terrorism except in cases where
there is an identifiable danger of criminality.

THE CHANNEL PROGRAMME

The Channel programme provides for a series
of actions that can be carried out to ‘support’
young people who, through schools or other
agencies, are identified to the counter-terrorist
police as being ‘at risk of extremism’.The gov-
ernment describes Channel as ‘a community-
based initiative which uses existing partnerships
between the police, local authority and the
local community to identify those at risk from
violent extremism and to support them, prima-
rily through community-based interven-
tions’.173 The project was established in April
2007 to provide parents, teachers and youth
workers with training to recognise the warning
signs of ‘terrorist grooming’ and establish a
mechanism for intervention.After being piloted
in Preston and Lambeth, the project has
expanded to a total of eleven areas; another fif-
teen are planned.174 According to the
Association of Chief Police Officer’s lead
spokesperson on terrorism, Norman Bettison,
200 children, some as young as 13, had been
identified as at risk of extremism by the
Channel programme in its first eighteen
months of operation and subjected to some
form of intervention.175 From the Blackburn
area alone, eighty people have been referred
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through Channel.The OSCT spent £1 million
on the Channel programme in 2008/9.176

In its initial phase, the Channel programme
was classified and it remains the case that very
little is known about it. One person who has
been involved in working with young people
referred through Channel believed that it was
merely identifying ‘naughty Muslims’ rather
than genuine cases. Someone else who works
with young people referred through the police
said: ‘Badly behaved young persons who
happen to be Muslim or who have said some-
thing in anger then become known to the
system as “at risk”. One hundred per cent of
the time so far, there has just been the usual
issues with young people, so we refer them to
relevant services on issues such as drugs and
alcohol, literacy and numeracy, or bereavement.’

A community worker in the north told us:

Channel is based on the idea of commu-
nity organisations handing over young

people to the police – the last time we
did that was after the Bradford riots of
2001.The first generation elders said,
‘we’ll do the right thing and hand those
young people over to the police’. But
what happened was disproportionate sen-
tences.After that precedent, the trust was
shattered. Even the elders now don’t trust
the police – the ‘war on terror’ has dam-
aged community relations.177

A person involved with Prevent in the
Midlands told us: ‘Channel has been imposed
on the council Prevent Group despite commu-
nity objections.A Channel Board has been
established and those on it have to be criminal
record and counter-terrorism checked – but
the people on it don’t have the skills to recog-
nise extremism. Because I raised concerns
about it, my manager said to me,“I hear you’re
not co-operating with Channel.”’178
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MODERATES AND
EXTREMISTS

Akey aspect of Prevent is the cultivation of
‘moderate Muslims’ through ‘targeted

capacity building’ and government backing.
The aim is to elevate ‘moderate Muslims’ to
becoming the strongest voices in Muslim com-
munities, able to lead a campaign of promoting
‘shared values’ and isolating the ‘extremists’. For
Muslim organisations that are able to present
themselves as ‘moderate’, significant financial
and symbolic resources are being offered by
central and local government. Our interviewees
identified three potential problems which arise
when such an approach is put into practice:

1) The terms ‘moderate’ and ‘extremist’ are at times
defined in practice by the degree to which
Muslims support or oppose central government or
local authority policies.

The stated aim of Prevent funding is to
empower those Muslim organisations which
are best placed to prevent individuals from
becoming terrorists.The government has
decided that the best way to do this is to
fund and support those which can be cate-
gorised as ‘moderate’.The danger is that the
distinction between ‘moderate’ and ‘extrem-
ist’ is flexible enough to be exploited by
government to marginalise those who are
critical of its policies.According to many of
our interviewees, in practice, funding and
support is often allocated and withdrawn
from organisations depending on whether
they align themselves with local and central
government, and their policies.The general
atmosphere promoted by Prevent is one in
which to make criticisms is to risk losing
funding and face isolation as an ‘extremist’,
while those organisations which echo the
government’s own political line are rewarded
with large sums of public money.What this
suggests is that Prevent is being used to cul-
tivate politically loyal community leaders

rather than support communities in leading
a drive against terrorism.

The cultivation of community leaders has a
long history within multicultural politics in
Britain.The ‘ethnic representatives’ who
began to enter the town halls, particularly
following the urban violence of the early
1980s, were often seen by local government
as the surrogate voices for their own ethni-
cally defined communities. Different ethnic
groups were pressed into competing for
grants for their areas and the result was that
communities became fragmented and
divided.Within this system of town hall pol-
itics, the religious conservatism of many
Muslim ‘community leaders’ was considered
an asset, rather than a ‘fundamentalist’ threat.
When Islam became politicised in Britain in
the late 1980s, the search was on for new
Muslim leaders who would be considered
safe by the government. Eventually the gov-
ernment encouraged the formation of the
Muslim Council of Britain (MCB) as a rep-
resentative body of ‘moderate Muslims’.

With the launch in this decade of wars on
Afghanistan and Iraq, the MCB’s position
became more fraught. Grassroots pressure
forced it to resile from its initial acquies-
cence in the 2001 Afghan occupation, and it
argued forcefully that the war on Iraq would
increase terrorism.With the launch of
Prevent, which required ‘partners’ in Muslim
communities, the need for a national organi-
sation of ‘moderate Muslims’ who could
deliver the counter-extremism message was
never greater.At the same time, the MCB
was increasingly criticised as itself an
‘extremist’ organisation and, in the summer
of 2006, then communities minister Ruth
Kelly announced that the MCB would no
longer be favoured by government as the
leading ‘representative’ of Muslims in
Britain. Instead, the newly formed Sufi
Muslim Council (SMC) was held up as a

7. Conclusions

For Muslim organisations that are able to present themselves as ‘moderate’,
significant financial and symbolic resources are being offered by central and
local government. The danger is that the distinction between ‘moderate’ and
‘extremist’ is flexible enough to be exploited by government to marginalise
those who are critical of its policies. And the use of government funding to
promote particular interpretations of religious texts is potentially dangerous.
One effect of Prevent is to undermine exactly the kind of radical discussions
of political issues that would need to occur if young people are to be won
over and support for illegitimate political violence diminished.



genuinely moderate alternative.Yet, because
straightforward political motives for the shift
were disavowed, it appeared that the govern-
ment was expressing a theological preference
for Sufism over other trends.The SMC
received £203,000 of Prevent funding from
the DCLG over the next two years to estab-
lish itself as a ‘community leader’.

More recently, the Quilliam Foundation
(QF), established in April 2008, has come to
be seen by central government as the lead-
ing ‘moderate Muslim’ organisation, one
whose counter-extremism message is closely
aligned to its own. QF co-director Ed
Husain believes that political issues such as
the Iraq war are not all that relevant in
explaining terrorist attacks in Britain.
Rather, the root problem is the politicisation
of Islam and the solution is the creation of
an apolitical western Islam.The total
amount of public money received by QF is
not known but it is reported to be over £1
million.179 In addition, its ‘radicalisation
awareness programme’ (RAP) has become a
significant vehicle for promoting its analysis
of extremism across the public sector, espe-
cially in schools. Launched in November
2008, RAP training had been provided to
400 public sector workers by April 2009.180

Between May and July 2009, RAP courses
were delivered to the Government Office of
East Midlands, Coventry City Council, the
Association of Chief Police Officers, the UK
Border Agency and ‘Imams in the Mid-
lands’.181 In Wakefield, QF provided three
one-day RAP training sessions for the police
and forty-seven council employees (such as
youth workers, teachers and social workers)
in March 2009.182

There has been, in recent years, a growing
sense that the existing national and local
structures of representation through ‘ethnic
community leaders’ have outlived their use-
fulness. But, with Prevent, central govern-
ment and local authorities are relying on
those same structures for reliable ‘partners’ in
counter-terrorism work. In Bradford, for
example, the Council of Mosques – an
umbrella organisation formed over twenty-
five years ago and a longstanding ‘gate-
keeper’ organisation to Bradford’s Muslims –
is seen as well suited to carry out Prevent
work. ‘We’re not looking for new organisa-
tions to spring up’, says a local authority
worker.And to bypass established organisa-
tions would mean ‘a period of chaos’.183 A
local authority worker in the Midlands told
us that the allocation of Prevent funding has

been a ‘nod nod thing’ involving ‘jobs for
the boys’. ‘A lot of patriarchal politics is
being played out and there is a real issue of
community leaders.Who has the right to be
a community leader? Where does gender fit
in? Some savvy and well-connected Muslim
groups just take money and do what they
want with it because they are friends with
the right people.This is where corruption
and divisions set in.’184 Another interviewee
asked: ‘Who are these people claiming they
represent the community? We had never
heard of them prior to the funds’ availability.
It’s a money-making exercise.The projects
they do are very suspect.The end objectives
are difficult to measure. It’s bordering on
fraud. It should be about genuine grassroots
community organisations, with a solid track
record of community work and engaging
young people.What is worse is that our
local authority, despite being aware of the
concerns, still awards funds to these groups,
over genuine bids.’185

Organisations which have refused to work
on Prevent projects, been critical of it, or
withdrawn from it because of concerns over
the issues it raises, have themselves been
branded as ‘extremists’.This has been a pat-
tern in a number of different areas (see
chapter 4). In Reading, for example, the
Reading Muslim Council (RMC), a com-
munity network which cuts across different
ethnic groups in the city, had initially
engaged in a Forum Against Extremism and
Islamophobia that had been set up in the
wake of the 7/7 bombings, becoming a
leading partner along with the police and
the local authority.186 However, as the
Prevent programme developed, the RMC
felt that consultation with community
organisations and assessment of what actual
benefits the work was bringing was giving
way to a focus on attracting funding for the
sake of it.The RMC learnt more about
NI35 and, as a result, it decided to oppose
its adoption in Reading.A member of the
RMC alleged that these concerns about
NI35 were ignored by the local Prevent
steering group.The government apparently
saw Reading as an area of ‘good practice’
and wanted its Prevent work to be tied to
the NI35 target. Reading’s Prevent steering
group was then, we were told, reorganised as
a tiered structure with local Muslim com-
munity organisations only represented on
the lowest ‘delivery’ tier.Around the same
time, the local branch of Hizb ut-Tahrir,
which is opposed on principle to engaging
in the British democratic process, started a
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‘Preventing Violent Extremism Crisis Group’
to campaign against Prevent.The RMC, on
the other hand, was making its concerns
known within the structures of local
accountability and trying to bring about the
kind of community consultation that local
policy-making is supposed to involve.When
the RMC, out of frustration, decided to
withdraw from the Prevent agenda, it says
that it was itself branded as an ‘extremist’
organisation by other local agencies and
lumped together with the local Hizb ut-
Tahrir branch. Eventually, the Council per-
suaded other community leaders to sit on
the Prevent delivery group instead.A
member of the RMC said: ‘In the face of
criticisms, the Council has gone back to the
traditional gatekeepers. But there is a massive
problem of uninformed consent and so-
called consultations are really just one big
blag. People don’t understand the policies
they are being consulted on.’187

2) The category of ‘moderate Muslims’ is at times
defined theologically, leading to the potential
danger of government sponsorship for its preferred
religious trends.

Extremism is seen by the government as a
‘twisted reading’ or a ‘misreading’ of Islam
that justifies terrorism.188 To counter this
extremism, the Prevent programme seeks to
identify and empower ‘moderate Muslims’
who can offer an alternative reading of
Islam. For example, the government is back-
ing roadshows of ‘mainstream Islamic schol-
arship’ to tour Britain to ‘counter extremist
propaganda’ and ‘denounce it as un-
Islamic’.189 This project, run by the Radical
Middle Way organisation, has received
£358,500 from the DCLG in 2008/9.190 A
number of interviewees were supportive of
this kind of work. However, others felt that
the use of government funding to promote
particular interpretations of religious texts is
potentially dangerous, irrespective of the
theological merits of any such interpreta-
tion.As a community worker in the north
put it: ‘The state is directly intervening in a
faith.The mosque scholars and Imams have
always been independent and this is the basis
for their moral authority.We are now shift-
ing to the model of state sponsorship.’191

Prevent funding has been widely used to
incorporate ‘mainstream mosques’ into the
orbit of local authority funding, profession-
alising them and making them partners in
the wider Prevent programme. Many inter-
viewees felt that a process of reforming

mosques was necessary but they were con-
cerned that, if this process was driven by
local authority funding, there would be a
loss of independence.An interviewee in the
Midlands told us: ‘It’s good that mosques are
having better structures and governance. But
announcements of political demonstrations
after Friday prayers are now more difficult
because of the fear that funding will be
jeopardised.’192

Most local authorities funded to do Prevent
work by the DCLG have included some
kind of engagement with mosques as part
of their programme. In particular, ‘moder-
ate’ mosques are being encouraged to
engage with young people and win them
over, an area in which they are seen as
weaker than ‘extremists’ at present. In
Walsall, for example, the Prevent action plan
includes training for Imams ‘to identify
individuals who show signs of misinterpret-
ing the Quran’.193 In Bradford, the Council
of Mosques has been supported by Prevent
funding of £80,000 from the DCLG’s
community leadership fund in 2008/9 to
develop a teaching resource for madrassahs
known as Nasiha.194 Much of the resource
is an impressive attempt to introduce key
religious concepts.There is a perception,
however, that, on occasion, the resource
might appear too eager to interpret the
original Islamic sources as having meanings
useful to the Prevent programme. For
example, verses are interpreted as meaning
that: ‘The root cause of extremism, racism
and bullying is hatred – and all three can
destroy a community. … Hatred can also
lead to arrogance and anti-western senti-
ments – again this is not what Islam
teaches.’195 Another verse is interpreted as
meaning: ‘We have to communicate with
our local authorities and get involved in
electing suitable leaders for our regions.’196

One interviewee noted the need for ‘good
sources of information on questions of
women in Islam, on Islamic history, and so
on’. But, she added, ‘in modern societies,
governments shouldn’t tell people what to
believe’.197 The manager of a voluntary
sector organisation in the Midlands was
concerned that: ‘Within this work, people
are trying to impose their version of Islam.
But when you bring in a particular interpre-
tation, you should bring in all interpretations
and include every other school. No govern-
ment has the right to tell people what their
religion is – so we should avoid using reli-
gion and theology in this work.’198
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Moreover, a community worker in the
north said that, in some contexts, agencies
are deploying a distinction between
‘extremist’ and ‘moderate’ that is straightfor-
wardly sectarian and theological: for exam-
ple, Salafis are classed as ‘extremists’ and
Sufis are classed as ‘moderates’, or
Deobandis are classed as ‘extremists’ and
Barelwis are classed as ‘moderates’.199 It is
worth noting that the Quilliam Foundation,
one of the government’s key partners in the
Prevent programme, arguably promotes
adherence to what it regards as the tradi-
tional scholarship of Sufi preachers as an
antidote to extremism.200

The perception that the government is
sponsoring Muslim organisations on the
basis of theological criteria – for example,
holding Sufis to be more favourable than
Salafis – runs counter to the secular separa-
tion of ‘church’ and state, even though such
a separation is itself upheld as a marker of
‘moderation’ which Muslims should aspire
to.As Asma Jahangir, the United Nations’
Special Rapporteur on Freedom of Religion
or Belief, pointed out in her 2008 report on
the UK,‘it is not the Government’s role to
look for the “true voices of Islam” or of any
other religion or belief. Since religions or
communities of belief are not homogenous

Box 5: The Research, Information and Communications Unit

In June 2007, a new department within the
Home Office’s OSCT was established, known as
the Research, Information and Communications
Unit (RICU). Its role in relation to Prevent is to
provide advice and guidance to ‘local authorities,
people working on community cohesion projects,
local police, neighbourhood policing teams’201 on
how to implement effective communication
strategies in order to challenge the ‘ideologies
behind violent extremism’.202 According to
Charles Farr, the head of the OSCT, this advice is
‘useful when they are, for example, with a
Muslim community organisation or in another
community forum’.203

One of the ways in which the RICU does this is by
sending out a weekly newsletter providing ‘back-
ground to topical news stories and issues that
resonate in communities’. What this means in
practice is a list of current issues that Muslims are
thought to be concerned about, along with the
key points of the government’s ‘narrative’ on
these issues, so that local authorities can effec-
tively communicate these points in their work.
The RICU has also held a series of workshops
throughout England to promote counter-terrorist
‘strategic communications’ with local authorities.

In September 2007, the RICU produced a guid-
ance document for use in Prevent programmes
that outlined its recommended approach to
‘communicating effectively with community audi-
ences’. Its purpose was to clarify the ‘topline’

counter-terrorism messages that the government
wanted to communicate as part of its ‘hearts and
minds’ strategy. The document emphasised that
implying specific communities are to blame for
terrorism is counter-productive and that it is
better to speak of ‘the values that we all share’
and that ‘we all need to work together to tackle
the terrorist challenge’. The document aimed to
show how language can be used to create an
‘inclusive’ basis that is able to draw ‘mainstream
Muslims’ into counter-terrorism work and isolate
the ‘extremists’ from the rest of the Muslim com-
munity. But, importantly, this message needs to
be communicated without mentioning the
‘Muslim community’ as the target of this message
– because this would itself be alienating and
imply that the Muslim community was somehow
responsible.204

The RICU also has programmes attempting ‘to
gauge changing attitudes in Muslim communities
towards key tests and issues of terrorism’, not
just through commercial polling companies but
also through its own ‘more rigorous’ pro-
grammes.205 It has commissioned research on the
identity of young Muslims, how young Muslims
use the internet, media consumption of British
Muslims and the impact of different counter-
extremism messages on domestic and foreign
Muslim audiences. Other RICU studies have exam-
ined the reach of Islamist blogs, the credibility to
Muslims of different voices and a series of studies
of attitudes to Britishness and terrorism.206



entities it seems advisable to acknowledge
and take into account the diversity of voices.
… The contents of a religion or belief should
be defined by the worshippers themselves.’207

In addition, there is a risk of discovering
extremists where none exist, if an interpreta-
tive framework based on the simple binary
of ‘moderate’ and ‘extremist’ is imposed on
the complex and dynamic picture of Muslim
religious life. For example, since the 1990s, a
major trend among young Muslims has been
identification with the global ummah as a
third way alternative to either assimilating
into what many perceive to be a hostile
society or following their parents’ religio-
cultural traditions, which are bound up with
South Asian languages, poetry and ‘folk’
practices such as reverence for holy men or
pirs.The emphasis is thus on purifying one-
self from these cultural ‘accretions’ which are
seen as contaminating the Islamic message.
This ‘return’ to the original Islamic texts and
a global version of Islam is often seen as a
Salafist precursor to ‘extremism’ although it
is more likely to lead to new kinds of posi-
tive engagement with British society.208

3) The terms ‘moderate’ and ‘extremist’ are at times
defined by the degree to which Muslims declare
an allegiance to Britishness or the West, which
confuses counter-terrorism with an attempt to
reshape cultural identity.

The Contest 2 counter-terrorist strategy
document indicates that the government’s
definition of ‘extremist’ includes those who
‘reject and undermine our shared values’.209

Hazel Blears’s March 2009 speech introduc-
ing Contest 2 argued further that promoting
a positive idea of British culture as a set of
shared, liberal values is now seen as central
to preventing violent extremism.210 She
added that, in order to promote this ‘counter
narrative’ of Britishness, current liberal toler-
ance of diversity needed to be diminished so
that the defence of British values can be
pursued without impediment.211 As we
noted in chapter 4, the OSCT sees the
rejection of western culture as something
that should be challenged as part of the
Prevent programme.

A number of interviewees highlighted the
danger that such an approach risks confusing
counter-terrorism with a quite different
project of reshaping the cultural identities of
Muslims to be more pro-western. Interview-
ees spoke of such an approach causing
‘alienation’ as it makes judgements on the

opinions and attitudes of a very wide group
of Muslims in, ironically, a most illiberal way.
Some organisations have withdrawn from
the Prevent programme as this cultural
aspect has become more prominent (see
chapter 4). In practice, this approach to pre-
venting violent extremism is counter-pro-
ductive as it ends up expecting Muslims in
general to mobilise around notions of
Britishness imposed from above, thereby
alienating the very people that need to be
won over.

HEARTS AND MINDS

The basis for this theological and cultural
approach to preventing violent extremism

is twofold. First, there is the idea that terrorist
radicalisation is rooted in a religio-cultural
rejection of western modernity. Second, is the
idea that such rejection needs to be combated
by a government-led ‘battle of ideas’.212 This
‘battle of ideas’ has become an increasingly
prominent aspect of counter-terrorism in
recent years.The ‘war on terror’ that was led by
the US and UK governments following 9/11
initially had two separate dimensions, one
broadly domestic and involving policing – the
use of ‘emergency’ powers under anti-terrorist
legislation to detain and deport ‘suspected ter-
rorists’ outside of the normal procedures of
criminal law – and the other a foreign policy
of launching wars of ‘humanitarian interven-
tion’ to ‘export democracy’ to regions which
were thought to produce terrorism.The
enemy was defined as ‘evil individuals’ and
‘rogue states’. But in recent years, a new way
of thinking about counter-terrorism has
become dominant, which sees the enemy as
insurgents attempting to win a base of support
among Muslim populations and engaged in a
conflict that therefore has both military and
political dimensions. It is not seen as a clash of
civilisations so much as a battle within the
Islamic world between ‘moderates’ and
‘extremists’, each trying to win over ‘main-
stream Muslims’.The appropriate strategy
therefore involves not only ‘hard power’ (mili-
tary force and coercive policing) but also ‘soft
power’ (a ‘battle of ideas’ to prevent violent
extremism) and, rather than speak of a ‘war on
terror’, it is more appropriate, on this new
view, to speak of a ‘long war’ of global
counter-insurgency.213 The government sees
the emergence of an inter-linked global insur-
gency as the real threat represented by al
Qaida: ‘At various moments Al Qa’ida and its
associates have made the transition from ter-
rorism to insurgency, notably in Iraq and
Afghanistan.As insurgencies they have posed a
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different and a wider threat to the UK and its
interests than their forebears.’214

The terrain on which this ‘battle of ideas’ is
to be fought is thus the attitudes and opinions
of mainstream Muslims in Britain.The possibil-
ity of anti-western ‘extremists’ winning over
mainstream Muslims to their cause comes to be
seen as a strategic challenge to British national
security.The danger here is that British
Muslims become, in the imagination of the
counter-terrorist system, no longer citizens to
whom the state is accountable but potential
recruits to a global counter-insurgency that is
threatening the state’s prospects of prevailing in
Iraq,Afghanistan and elsewhere.This interna-
tional dimension means that the attention
focused on this ‘extremism’ is of a completely
different kind to that focused on, say, right-
wing extremism, which is taken to be no more
than a public order threat.What emerges is a
determination that the problem can only be
fully addressed if Muslims take it upon them-
selves to do more, to actively mobilise against
the ‘extremists’, and that therefore more pres-
sure should be brought to bear upon Muslims
in general and their community organisations.

The central problem with this ‘battle of
minds’ strategy is that, despite all its efforts to
map and survey Muslims in Britain, it ends up
creating a false image of Britain’s Muslim citi-
zens.The dichotomy between ‘moderate’ and
‘extremist’ does not correspond to the ways in
which Muslims actually live their lives and the
extent to which ordinary Muslims are caught
up in an ideological struggle between compet-
ing versions of Islam is hugely overstated.An al
Qaida-type ideology does not constitute a
viable alternative belief system for all but a tiny
number of individuals in Britain.To believe
otherwise is to conceive of Muslims as living in
a moral universe that is separate from the rest
of the population. Not only is this inaccurate
but it also stigmatises Muslims as morally retro-
grade. Moreover, interviewees argued that it
ignores other analyses of radicalisation which
focus less on religio-cultural ideology and more
on terrorism as a manifestation of a political
conflict over western foreign policy or as part
of a general problem of youth violence.The
French scholar of Islamism Olivier Roy, has, for
example, recently argued that the ‘process of
violent radicalisation has little to do with reli-
gious practice, while radical theology, as
salafism, does not necessarily lead to vio-
lence’.215 He adds that to promote a ‘moderate’
Islam against al Qaida’s ‘bad Islam’ would actu-
ally be counter-productive as it elevates al
Qaida’s narrative to a religious phenomenon.216

Finally, many interviewees were concerned
that one effect of a ‘battle of ideas’ approach

was to undermine exactly the kind of radical
discussions of political issues that need to
happen if young people are to be won over
and support for political violence diminished.
The manager of a voluntary sector organisation
in the north told us that: ‘Speaking out can
lead to people being defined as an “extremist”.
This leads to a vague but strong sense of vic-
timhood in the community as they feel tar-
geted and this encourages people to hunker
down, which is both isolating and disempower-
ing. Prevent is then perceived as just another
stick to beat them with and creates a sense of
being under siege.’217 A person involved with
Prevent in the Midlands said: ‘A good organisa-
tion should be able to say to young people,
“What are your feelings on the Middle East?”,
without putting them in a corner as “extrem-
ists”. My concern about the current approach
is the emphasis on depoliticisation.Actually,
you should want to politicise young Muslims,
to get them to engage democratically and have
a voice.’Another said: ‘The idea of legitimate
dissent is being restricted.There is an idea of a
model Muslim. It seems to be less about pre-
venting violence and more about a palatable
Muslim community.’218 As Birmingham coun-
cillor Salma Yaqoob has written:

By denying the legitimacy of democratic
opposition to Government foreign policy
from Muslims, and by promoting and
recognising only those Muslims who toe
the line, Government policy is serving to
strengthen the hands of the genuine
extremists; those who say that our
engagement in the democratic process is
pointless or wrong.The danger of this
approach is that it serves to squeeze the
democratic space for dissent within the
Muslim community. If Muslim organisa-
tions are reluctant to provide the space
for sensitive discussions for fear of
extremist’s accusations, where are these
young people to go? Where will their
views and concerns get an airing? The
answer is obvious.They will be expressed
in private and secret, with the genuine
extremists keen to provide listening ears
and simplistic solutions.219

This suggests that the dictum that ‘communi-
ties defeat terrorism’ is correct. But for this to
happen in a way that is genuinely ‘community-
led’, a fundamentally different approach is
required.As the An-Nisa Society put it in its
report on Prevent, the starting point for this
different approach would be to ‘cease dealing
with the whole Muslim community through
the prism of anti-terrorism’.220 A genuinely
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communities-led approach to counter-terror-
ism would treat Muslims as citizens with their
own ideas, their own definition and under-
standing of the problem.The manager of a vol-
untary sector organisation in the Midlands said:
‘The causes of extremism are a whole host of
things. But the ability to contribute to Britain
is a big factor. Everyone should be able to con-
tribute to this society and feel a sense of
belonging.What we need to do is to create
spaces for people to reason and explore who
they are.We need independent thinking.’221 The
manager of a youth project in the north told
us:

Young people are always being told not
to be angry but it should be OK to be
angry as long as you express yourself in
an effective way.The outcomes we should
be after are being able to articulate an
argument, to be able to link with people
from different communities. But under
Prevent we are forced to define our out-
comes in terms of how many people have
gone through a political conversion from
‘extremist’ to ‘liberal’.222

And Salma Yaqoob has written:

What I would do is use the money to
have genuine debate, not pushing a line
but having an open discussion.That’s the
best way to challenge violent extremist
rhetoric.You can’t shy away from radical
political criticism.We must create the

space within the community where our
young people feel free to speak openly
about how they feel as young Muslims
growing up in a country where their
identity is constantly contested.The best
antidote to the appeal of extremism is to
create a model of critically engaged citi-
zenship.That will only happen when
more young Muslims engage in the polit-
ical process and are confident and
assertive about expressing their concerns,
irrespective of whether it offends the
Government or not.223

As so many interviewees noted, this kind of
empowerment of young people needs to start
with the experiences of young people them-
selves rather than a state-centred agenda. Issues
such as racism, Islamophobia, social exclusion
and everyday violence are likely to be central.
The terrors that young people experience in
their everyday lives involve bullying, taunting,
victimisation and harassment from peers at
school, local gangs, police, the media and, in
some cases, members of their own families.224

In the end, community participation cannot
be faked and, in democratic societies, genuine
trust can only come from the bottom up. So
long as the government persists in a pro-
gramme of imposing on its own citizens an
ideological war over ‘values’ that is backed up
with an elaborate web of surveillance, that trust
will not be forthcoming.And those on the
receiving end of such a programme will remain
‘spooked’ by fear, alienation and suspicion.
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