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These are undated Metropolitan Police Service handout file photos of from left to right Arafat Waheed Khan, Waheed Zaman and Ibrahim Savant. A jury has convicted the three British Muslims of conspiracy to murder in a plot to blow up passenger planes over the Atlantic Ocean. Ibrahim Savant, Arafat Waheed Khan and Waheed Zaman were found guilty Thursday July 8, 2010 at London's Woolwich Crown Court. - Photo by AP. 

On the fifth anniversary this week of the July 7 terrorist attacks in London, a leading counter-terrorism official reiterated what many in the British government have been slow to realise. 

Speaking to the Guardian, Dr Robert Lambert — who served as an officer with Scotland Yard’s special branch for 30 years, and was the head of a counter-terrorism squad called the Muslim Contact Unit — described Britain’s fight against terrorism as a ‘disaster’. 

His complaint: “neo-conservative” anti-terror policies have targeted all Muslims who are devout or have grievances with foreign policy decisions in Iraq, Palestine and Afghanistan, rather than terrorists alone. Dr Lambert concludes that such policies have further alienated the British Muslim population and spurred recruitment by extremist organisations. 

Almost as if on cue, news broke the same day of Abid Naseer’s arrest, on a US warrant, in northeast England. Naseer, a Pakistani national who was first arrested last year along with 11 other men in a botched counter-terrorist raid, is accused of planning attacks against British and American targets. The US Justice Department alleges that Naseer was involved in a failed plot to bomb the New York subway and was coordinating with Pakistan-based Al Qaeda leaders to carry out attacks in Manchester. 

Naseer’s arrest, and its throwback to last year’s clumsily executed operation, is a reminder that Britain continues to struggle with the terrorist threat posed by disenfranchised, radicalised Muslim youth — and confirms Dr Lambert’s view that developments in recent years have driven, not curtailed, the spread of extremism in Britain. 

Introspection on this 7/7 anniversary about the productivity of Britain’s counter-terrorism efforts was certainly informed by a controversial security scheme that made headlines earlier this summer. In June, reports circulated of a plan by the West Midlands police to install 49 CCTV cameras, 72 ‘covert’ cameras, and 169 automatic number-plate recognition cameras in two predominantly Muslim areas of Birmingham. Officials told local councillors that the cameras would help police monitor and reduce anti-social behaviour and general crime. 

But it was later revealed that the cameras were entirely funded by the Terrorism and Allied Matters division of the Association of Chief Police Officers. In other words, this security scheme was a counter-terrorism initiative that blatantly targeted Muslim communities. Although uproar in the media regarding the discriminatory nature of the surveillance scheme led to its suspension, the cumulative effect of such biased practices has caused many young British Muslims to embrace, rather than reject, extremist views. 

Since 2005, many Muslims have complained about the Prevent programme, which is designed to counter violent extremism. They believe the programme’s emphasis on intelligence gathering is an excuse for spying on Muslim communities. It doesn’t help that under Prevent the personal details of Muslims (even those with no explicit connection to extremist organisations or terror plots) are regularly shared with law-enforcement agencies. In 2008, British Muslims, especially those of Somali descent, also complained of harassment by MI5 officers who threatened them with dire consequences if they didn’t become informers on their communities. 

The good news is that the British government is willing to learn from past mistakes. This week, the British police were stripped of stop-and-search powers, which previously allowed officers to stop and search anyone — even without any suspicion of wrongdoing. The repeal of these powers will no doubt reduce incidents of religious, ethnic and racial profiling by law-enforcers. A more thorough review of Britain’s counter-terrorism legislation is due later this summer. 

The impetus for this legislative reform is the result of several years of deep thinking about why young British Muslims join extremist and terrorist organisations. Universities and think tanks such as Demos have conducted extensive studies to unpack understandings of ‘radicalisation’ and better understand what motivates youngsters to drift towards extremism. 

Many such studies have found that in the absence of other ways to participate in civil society and democratically express grievances about anti-Muslim domestic and foreign policies, young Muslims turn to violence and extremism. Research has shown that increased political engagement, community building, and civic participation can result in a reduced incidence of radicalisation. The new thinking in Britain therefore seems to be that anti-terror strategies cannot succeed without the input and support of Muslim communities. 

It remains to be seen if these insights will be enshrined in Britain’s reformed counter-terrorism legislation later this year. In the meantime, the international community should benefit from recent British epiphanies. In May, US President Barack Obama included homegrown terrorists on the list of America’s top national security concerns. At the time, the US administration was praised for acknowledging that the terrorist threat was an internal problem as well, and did not solely stem from places such as Pakistan, Afghanistan, Yemen and Somalia. 

Since then, the Obama administration has advocated fighting homegrown terrorism by monitoring Internet communications, even at the expense of civil liberties and individual privacy. Before implementing such radical policies, the US should take a page from Britain’s experiences with counter-productive, anti-terror initiatives and ensure that in fighting the few, it does not make enemies of the many. 

Pakistan, too, should learn from Britain. The campaign to reform British counter-terrorism strategy is based on years of research and academic study and aims to get at the heart of the problem in an informed and effective manner. Similar analyses of the grassroots reasons why militancy thrives in Pakistan are required to help our government pinpoint the best way to combat militancy in the country. 

The recent call for a national conference of all political parties to coin a uniform anti-terror strategy is welcome. But such a gathering will be a waste of time — and taxpayers’ money — if there is no honest reckoning with the complex and multifaceted reasons why militancy thrives. Further bans on already banned militant organisations and weak recommendations for madressah reform will remain mere lip service if their impact and implications remain poorly understood.
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