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Community-Based Counterterrorism Policing:
Recommendations for Practitioners

Robert Lambert and Tim Parsons

John Grieve Policing Centre, London Metropolitan University, London, UK

ABSTRACT
This article presents recommendations for practitioners of community-
based counterterrorism policing. The recommendations are located
and explained within two broad propositions: recognize the
implications and limitations of policing by consent, and respect the
legitimate religious beliefs of all communities. Highlighting tensions
between high and low policing and between policing and government
imperatives, the article helps illustrate how different aspects of
counterterrorism policy and practice may sometimes be at odds with
one another. The recommendations are aimed at recognizing and,
where practicable, reconciling such tensions. They arise from the
authors’ engagement with the issues in London and are understood to
have application in other towns and cities in the United Kingdom and
the West, particularly in communities and neighborhoods where
Muslim citizens are the principal recipients of this form of policing.

Recommendations for Community-Based Counterterrorism Policing:
Background and Context

This article presents recommendations for practitioners of community-based counterter-
rorism policing. The recommendations are located and explained within two broad prop-
ositions: recognize the implications and limitations of policing by consent, and respect the
legitimate religious beliefs of all communities. Both recommendations are grounded in the
authors’ London-based academic research, teaching, and prior careers in policing.1 As
such, the authors’ police practitioner experience has been subject to critical reflection
during the course of subsequent academic research and teaching. At the heart of this
reflection on a cumulative and combined experience is a recognition that individuals in
communities and neighborhoods where terrorist movements seek recruits and supporters
are often more likely to help police identify and disrupt terrorist conspiracies if they are
treated fairly. Fair treatment, in this context, entails maintaining a tight focus on the
actual terrorist threat. To the extent that Contest, and Prevent in particular, has shifted
from such a tight focus on terrorism and violent extremism to a wider target of “extrem-
ism”2 it risks alienating potential allies in Muslim communities and affords opportunities
to terrorist recruiters and radicalizers.3
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Moreover, with suicide terrorist attacks in Brussels on 22 March 2016 echoing many of
the features of the attacks in London on 7 July 2005 it is clear that London experience con-
tinues to have export potential. This is not to suggest that all such experience is positive but
simply that negative as well as positive experience provides opportunities for learning. Nor
is it to suggest that the arguments underpinning the recommendations in this article are
beyond challenge. To the contrary, it is to recognize that the article represents perspectives
that have largely been rejected by U.K. policymakers, security and police chiefs, and many
influential commentators. In such circumstances it has the modest ambition of prompting a
constructive debate among policymakers, practitioners, and academics.

At the outset it might help to ask the question: who are the practitioners of community-
based counterterrorism policing for whom the recommendations are intended? Crucially, as a
result of government policy the answer is not just police officers but also civil servants operat-
ing at both national and local levels, teachers, and nongovernmental organizations (NGOs).
Consequently, this is to include practitioners operating under the auspices of the Prevent
program,4 a key part of the government’s counterterrorism strategy known as Contest.5

While some NGOs employ full-time practitioners who have a sole focus on Prevent business,
others, most notably teachers, are asked to perform a part-time policing role alongside their
many other responsibilities. In both instances individuals with no police training are enforc-
ing government policy that risks conflating authentic terrorist recruiters or radicalizers—
and those subject to recruitment and radicalization—with those, such as a fifteen-year-old
schoolboy viewing right-wing literature on the Internet,6 with an innocent interest in politics
and religion. That, at least, is the concern expressed in this article that prompts the two rec-
ommendations under consideration.

The case of the fifteen-year-old schoolboy is particularly relevant because his apparent
interest in the politics of the United Kingdom Independence Party (UKIP) and the English
Defence League (EDL) was not the government’s prime focus when first drafting the Prevent
policy. Nor has it been the prime focus for Prevent practitioners who have instead been
largely concerned with cases classified as Islamist radicalization. Instead, the case serves to
illustrate how a legitimate, secondary Prevent interest in far right terrorism and political vio-
lence (of the kind demonstrated by Pavlo Lapshin in the West Midlands in 20137) might
stray beyond a legitimate police interest and into democratic politics. Indeed, how could a
teacher be expected to tell the difference between the two? In much the same way, the
authors argue, Prevent practitioners risk moving beyond a legitimate policing function when
they target politically active or religiously observant Muslims without sufficient focus on
their capacity for or susceptibility to terrorism or violent extremism.

Broadly speaking, there are four threads that connect and underpin the recommenda-
tions: the first is a recognition that counterterrorism policing is necessarily involved in a
competition with terrorist movements for credibility and legitimacy in the same communi-
ties8; the second is a recognition that since 9/119 religiously observant and civic minded
Muslim citizens have been the major recipients of this soft kind of policing; the third is a rec-
ognition that the same citizens have also experienced the impact of hard counterterrorism
policing during the same period; and the fourth is an understanding that the principle of
policing by consent imposes responsibilities on police that are likely to be outside the experi-
ence of civil servants and other multi-agency partners increasingly involved in community-
based policing.10 Taken cumulatively, the recommendations are concerned to identify and
resolve tensions that arise, in part, as a result of fundamentally different priorities and duties
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that fall to police, in comparison with the priorities and duties of other public servants and
multi-agency partners involved in the same work. By doing so, as well as hoping to assist
practitioners, it is intended to stimulate academic debate on an understudied but important
aspect of counterterrorism activity.

It is worth illustrating the significance of one key point—a broadening or shifting of
police responsibility. When the Provisional Irish Republican Army (PIRA) waged a terrorist
bombing campaign in London11 invariably only police officers engaged with fellow London-
ers to elicit support and information.12 In contrast, since 2006 sole police responsibility for
community engagement in respect of counterterrorism has been replaced by a multi-agency
engagement, managed by Home Office civil servants,13 in which police play a significant but
much reduced role.14 Therein lie fundamental tensions that have not been widely addressed
in either the academic, policy, or practitioner literature hitherto. For example, at the height
of the PIRA bombing campaign in London it was not uncommon for “home beat” commu-
nity police officers in the Metropolitan Police to work the same beat for between five and ten
years—unfettered by performance targets—thereby gaining an intimate knowledge of their
“patch” and the people who lived and worked on it. As Sir Ian Blair, when Metropolitan
Police Commissioner, and leading criminologist Martin Innes have both noted, it is this
kind of neighborhood policing role that often affords the best opportunities for community
intelligence in support of counterterrorism policing.15 Suffice to say, such longevity in this
key policing role has become rare, notwithstanding the aspirations of community-based
counterterrorism policing and the inclusion of civil servants and multi-agency partners.

In fact, notwithstanding the increased role of the Internet in regard to radicalization,
recruitment and terrorism activities more generally, Blair and Innes are wise to focus on the
ongoing value of effective neighborhood policing. While significant Internet use is often hid-
den from family, friends, and neighbors, the fact remains that when a terrorist conspiracy is
aimed at mounting a bomb, gun, or knife attack on a target in London, opportunities for
alert neighborhood policing will continue to arise. Blair’s reference to a terrorist bombmak-
ing scenario in which a well-briefed caretaker might have understood and reported the
potential significance of a large quantity of empty hair spray canisters to his local police con-
tact16 remains relevant. This kind of scenario also serves to distinguish between community
intelligence that might disrupt a violent terrorist act and community intelligence aimed at
challenging the ideology or beliefs of fellow citizens. Whether community confidence in
police is high or low, experience suggests the importance of the former kind of intelligence is
more likely to be understood and accepted by existing and potential community partners
than the latter.

Blair’s scenario also serves as one of several contexts in which the term community-based
counterterrorism policing might be understood and applied. Without seeking to be exhaus-
tive, it is reasonable to identify two main areas of application. First, in the academic litera-
ture, the term can be understood as a relatively new conceptual framework pioneered and
articulated by Basia Spalek17 and which also serves to describe closely related literature that
has not used the term explicitly but that is also concerned with the community impact of
counterterrorism and the role of communities in counterterrorism.18 This literature goes
some way to bridging the gap between separate literatures on community policing on the
one hand19 and counterterrorism policing on the other.20 Second, there is an extensive litera-
ture that surrounds the Prevent strand of the U.K. Contest counterterrorism: written by poli-
cymakers;21 think tanks;22 as well as by academic researchers.23 While there is an overlap
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between the two literatures, this second strand is more focused on government policy—
whether explanatory, supportive, or critical. Indeed, while there is a lively debate in both the
think tank and the academic literature24 that fully articulates opposing perspectives about
the merits and demerits of Prevent policy there is an absence of constructive criticism that
might serve to enhance the legitimacy and effectiveness of community-based counterterror-
ism policing. That is a gap in the literature that this article seeks to fill.

To recognize that police officers often perform duties that are not fundamentally influ-
enced by government policy is to illustrate the fourth thread that connects the recommenda-
tions: namely, that the principle of policing by consent imposes responsibilities on police
that are likely to be outside the experience of civil servants and other multi-agency partners
increasingly involved in community-based policing. Perhaps the most obvious manifestation
of this comes in the immediate aftermath of a terrorist bombing when all elements of coun-
terterrorism policing are geared toward supporting an emergency response and government
policy plays little or no part in it. Only later will counterterrorism policing become
embroiled in policy responses that might, for example, include lobbying for or against new
antiterrorism measures.25 Here too, whatever police might think of particular measures,
they are duty bound to abide by them and to perform their roles regardless. This is similar
to the role of government civil servants but also significantly distinct, in so far as the latter
are tied to the implementation of policy and generally have no further remit. Given that gov-
ernment policy has granted increasing responsibilities to civil servants to engage in the field
of community-based counterterrorism policing an important and interesting tension with
policing has arisen. To help illuminate this tension the recommendations that follow high-
light how the notion of policing by consent—an essential and relevant experience in polic-
ing—is likely to be alien or remote from the experience of civil servants, teachers, and NGOs
drafted in to undertake specific community-based counterterrorism policing roles.26

Recognize the Implications and Limitations of Policing by Consent

As Sir Richard Mayne noted in Principles of Policing at the founding of the Metropolitan
Police in 1829, “the power of the police to fulfill their functions and duties is dependent on
public approval of their existence, actions and behavior and on their ability to secure and
maintain public respect.”27 Mayne did not suggest that public approval was confined to one
particular community in London but rather that the principle of policing by consent was the
bedrock of the relationship between the police, who were drawn from the citizens of London,
and all their fellow citizens. For sure, either London’s wealthiest or its most vocal and well-
organized citizens have often had the greatest influence on policing policy in London but it
is when the principle of policing by consent has been seen to also take account of the city’s
poorest and least vocal citizens that it has served the capital best.28

Very soon after leaving training school all probationer police officers necessarily encounter
situations where they ask for the help of a fellow citizen to enforce or uphold the law. A com-
mon example would be where a rookie police officer is the first to arrive at the scene of a street
robbery and, having obtained a description of the assailant from the victim, asks a nearby
shopkeeper if she saw the attack take place and whether she can add to the assailant’s descrip-
tion. This is part of a fundamental policing duty that is not fully replicated in any other public
role, least of all in the day to day duties of most civil servants and their multi-agency Prevent
partners. It is also what might be called a neutral duty, one that is central to a police officer’s
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sworn oath to uphold the law, and which is impermeable to policy change. The point, for the
purposes of this article, is to highlight the extent to which this quintessential and formative
policing experience informs police engagement with the communities they police. In this sense
policing is always neutral, oriented toward upholding the law. It follows that when a police offi-
cer asks a fellow citizen for help in identifying a suspected terrorist, the same basic duty is being
invoked. When a fellow citizen assists a police officer in either duty—catching a street robber
or catching a terrorist—they become party to the discharge of a police duty designed to uphold
the law and to protect the wider community they both belong to. Moreover, Section 3 of the
Criminal Law Act 1967 draws on a long established Common Law principle when stating that
“a person [not just a police officer] may use such force as is reasonable in the circumstances in
the prevention of crime, or in effecting or assisting in the lawful arrest of offenders or suspected
offenders or of persons unlawfully at large.”29

In both scenarios—urgent police–citizen engagement to tackle street crime and terror-
ism—the identity of the individual police officer and individual citizen is largely immaterial;
both are discharging a duty that potentially obligates all citizens. This is the sense in which it
is helpful to describe such a fundamental police–citizen engagement as neutral and
unique—beyond the reach of policymakers. Notwithstanding policing imperatives that
require consideration of the special needs of particular victims (victims of sexual offenses
and hate crimes for instance) there remains a strong sense in which policing remains blind
when seeking the immediate help of fellow citizens to prevent and detect crime and to appre-
hend suspected offenders. To be otherwise would be to deny certain citizens a fundamental
right they share with police officers—a right to defend themselves against unlawful violence
and harm, to defend fellow citizens, and to arrest individuals committing crimes. To be sure,
situations will arise where these fundamental rights are exercised improperly by a citizen—
just as they might be by a police officer—and sometimes by a citizen who is unsuited to the
task but neither eventuality invalidates the general right. The London policing adage “com-
munities defeat terrorism”30 articulates the aspiration that citizens—either collectively as
part of a neighborhood watch, or individually when going about their daily business, will
assist police in tackling terrorism (and other kinds of political violence) no less than they
might do in regard to more routine crimes.

Without this formative policing experience it is understandable that civil servants, teach-
ers and NGOs entering the burgeoning business of community-based counterterrorism
policing should seek to work with Muslim citizens who share the views of the government
ministers they represent, about the nature of the terrorist threat to be tackled. Haras Rafiq,
managing director of the Quilliam Foundation, provides an example of this kind of alliance
in his article “David Cameron is Right to Tackle Extremist Ideas As Well as Behaviour.”31 In
contrast, police officers are more inclined to allow community perspectives that differ from
government policy, especially when the citizens in question display skill and aptitude for the
task at hand. To recognize and appreciate the implications of policing by consent is to begin
to address a necessary tension between a fundamental police duty, on the one hand, and a
necessary government policy imperative on the other. In turn, this is to encourage police
independence where necessary, and also to foster an understanding among civil servants of
the importance of adopting a more neutral and even-handed approach to citizens who offer
to help with the task of tackling terrorism and violent extremism.

To be sure, a tension—sometimes characterized as arising between hard and soft and
between high and low policing32—has at times been palpable and significant for London
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policing during the last five decades33 and remains so today. For example, when observing
attempts by the Metropolitan Police to simultaneously address the terrorist threat to the
United Kingdom posed by returning jihadis and the need to support London families whose
children have left the United Kingdom to join Islamic State it is not unreasonable to suggest
that the problem is now more acute than it has ever been. On the one hand, the Met’s com-
mander Richard Walton adopts an empathetic and supportive tone when addressing the
departure of three London teenage girls suspected of joining Islamic State. “We are
extremely concerned for the safety of these young girls,” he tells Londoners, “and would
urge anyone with information to come forward and speak to police.” “Our priority,” he
explains, “is the safe return of these girls to their families.”34 On the other hand, the Met’s
commissioner, Sir Bernard Hogan-Howe, adopts a more hard-line approach when address-
ing the parallel concern that there is a serious risk of “a further rapid influx of dangerous
militants into the capital as the battle with Islamic State escalates.” He calls on ministers “to
respond by considering the return of control orders and new legislation to strip British fight-
ers of their passports to stop them coming back to this country.” Speaking in terms of high
policing, Hogan-Howe argues that “there should be an automatic legal presumption that
anyone returning from Syria or Iraq had been engaged in terrorism” and “requested a major
injection of extra funding to help police and intelligence agencies cope with the rise in terror
suspects.”35

Clearly, Walton and Hogan-Howe are providing evidence of a necessary tension between
hard and soft policing approaches to a gravely serious problem.36 It is also worth noting
how in this contemporary example of returning Islamic State jihadis, London policing might
enjoy the support of a majority of its citizens for Hogan-Howe’s hard-line high-policing
approach while at the same time suffering deficits of trust and legitimacy in sections of the
community most likely to be affected where Walton’s soft, empathetic low-policing
approach is more likely to be welcomed. That said, such a positive welcome may turn sour if
it is subsequently deemed necessary by police to arrest family members. For now, these are
the kinds of competing demands between high and low policing—and competing perspec-
tives among London citizens—which London policing has to negotiate when seeking to
tackle terrorist threats. No doubt it will only take one serious terrorist incident carried out
by returning Islamic State jihadis in which numerous Londoners are killed to tip the scales
firmly in favor of high policing. That certainly has often been the experience after terrorist
attacks in London in the past.37

The need for London policing to negotiate a path between these two critical imperatives—
to police by consent while ensuring the protection of the state and its citizens—is the premise
on which this recommendation is based and seems to be crucial to achieving the twin goals
of legitimacy and effectiveness that underpin any successful policing endeavor. This is not to
claim that London is unique in respect of such a negotiation—it has, for example, been viv-
idly evident in the United States where “the many commissions that investigated why the
US policing agencies of every stripe failed to prevent 9/11 came up with findings that
stressed the gap between high and low policing.”38 That said, London policing is perhaps an
ideal case study given that it has been required to balance the two competing requirements
in the face of repeated terrorist bombing campaigns and terrorist threats over a long period.

Neither does the London experience suggest that the notion of policing by consent
will always be at odds with the requirements of counterterrorism policing, merely that
an important and fundamental tension exists. In fact, on countless occasions during the
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two centuries since Mayne first enunciated the principle, both London’s police and the
capital’s diverse citizens39 have been beneficiaries whenever it is has been applied effec-
tively and legitimately. For the authors of this article, the support of Londoners first
became significant in a counterterrorism context during the bombing campaigns of the
PIRA in the 1970s.40 “Communities defeat terrorism” became a police maxim, premised
on the aspiration that Londoners would provide information to police to help prevent
acts of terrorism in the capital and to identify wanted and suspected terrorists.41 Suffice
to say, even strong public approval of police would not necessarily translate into active
co-operation of the kind being sought—most typically the reporting of suspicious behav-
ior that might relate to the preparations of an IRA terrorist cell. Put simply, there is case
built on extensive experience in London that effective and legitimate counterterrorism
policing has to negotiate a pragmatic path between the requirements of the state and the
principle of policing by consent.

To help negotiate such a path it is often helpful to recognize the interdependent and holis-
tic nature of policing. In an example from the authors’ London research experience, a civil
servant was required to inform the managers of a community-based Prevent project42 that it
was being terminated. This gave rise to contrasting responses from the police officers and
civil servants involved. For the civil servants, termination signaled an immediate transition
from intense daily interaction with a community-based group to an absolute absence of con-
tact. Whereas, on the police side there was a recognition that a relationship with the commu-
nity-based group would continue on a number of levels—notwithstanding the termination
of a Home Office contract. Perhaps the most significant aspect of this recognition on the
part of police officers was a realization that the community group would continue to under-
take the same kind of work that had been the subject of the Home Office contract, on a vol-
untary basis, just as they had done prior to receiving state support.

In fact, that anticipation by the police officers in this case proved to be well founded. Vol-
untary community work aimed at helping young people resist the overtures of terrorist and
violent extremist propaganda certainly continued after the cessation of Home Office interest,
albeit on a much reduced scale. The fact that this voluntary “counterradicalization” youth
work was also bound up with parallel community youth work aimed at helping young people
avoid or leave gang crime helps to emphasize how the realities of street experience are inher-
ently “bottom up” and therefore characteristic of police and youth workers’ experience and
generally less familiar to civil servants concerned to implement “top down” government pol-
icy. The same case also talks to other aspects of the interdependent and holistic nature of
policing. Police officers have a crucial interest in both kinds of voluntary, community
work—especially when it is effective, as in this case. Moreover, police have a responsibility
to provide emergency support to community outreach work of this kind, especially when
serious incidents arise. The case also helps to highlight the importance of the low policing,
or community policing requirement to win the trust and confidence of alienated communi-
ties in the long term. It is no coincidence that a long serving local neighborhood police offi-
cer was responsible for first introducing the key members of this community group to
specialist counterterrorism colleagues.43 Notwithstanding what Brodeur calls the “problem-
atic integration of high and low policing,” during the course of the War on Terror,44 there
are examples, of which this London case is but one, of how high and low policing might
work reasonably and effectively in tandem.
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To be clear, the imperative to police by consent is not limited to particular citizens or to
particular sections of the community. Nor is it conditional, dependant on a community or
community representative supporting government policy in regard to counterterrorism or
any other issue concerned with crime. This is to recognize that there is often a significant
contrast and tension between the fundamental policing imperative to engage with communi-
ties as they are, and government strategy to foster significant change in communities, and in
doing so to engage with community representatives who offer to help deliver that change. In
regard to community-based counterterrorism policy, the first time this contrast came to the
authors’ attention was in 2006 when Ruth Kelly, minister for the Department of Communi-
ties and Local Government, launched a new community engagement strategy with commu-
nity leaders who shared the government’s policy agenda.45 Two years later, Kelly’s successor,
Hazel Blears, made clear that this government policy was “designed to change behaviour.”46

In addition, in 2011 the Metropolitan Police ended a ten-year engagement with Muslim
community representatives at the Muslim Safety Forum (MSF).47 This followed the U.K.
prime minister David Cameron’s address to a security conference in Berlin in which he sig-
naled that the U.K. government would come down hard on “non-violent extremism.”48

Consequently, there is a reasonable concern on the part of excluded Muslim community
representatives that they are being treated unfairly and by a different criteria to that which
directs police engagement with minority ethnic communities. This runs the risk that con-
structive Muslim community partners of police may succumb to the overtures of extremists
of two kinds: Either antidemocratic, revolutionary Islamist groups such as Hizb ut Tahrir or
antidemocratic, revolutionary left-wing groups such as the Socialist Workers Party. Given
that both groups often organize peaceful demonstrations in London this may seem unrea-
sonable. However, both groups—and the types they represent—are anathema to commu-
nity-based counterterrorism policing for one simple reason: they are emphatically opposed
to supporting or working in partnership with police. While they may often campaign legiti-
mately in regard to instances where counterterrorism policing makes errors they are duty
bound, ideologically, to diminish or dismiss counterterrorism policing successes. Indeed, in
the case of the Socialist Workers Party and other Marxist groups on the far left, a carefully
orchestrated antipolice agenda is a central plank of a long-term revolutionary agenda. More-
over, both far left and extremist Islamist groups also make it their business to denigrate
groups that do work in partnership with police as “sell outs.” In these circumstances, it is
very much to the credit of Muslim groups that are simultaneously and wrongly categorized
by government as “extremist” and by extremists as “sell outs” when they remain loyal to
their local police partners and their principles of pro-active citizenship. It is therefore impor-
tant that Prevent practitioners learn to distinguish extremist Islamists from moderate or
mainsteam Islamists49—and extremist or “takfiri” Salafis from moderate or authentic Sala-
fis50—in the same way that extremist Marxists and anarchists have long been understood to
be distinguishable from democratic socialists and thereby located outside the big tent of Brit-
ish democratic politics.

Respect the Legitimate Religious Beliefs of all Communities

At the crux of community-based counterterrorism policing in London is a need to respect
the legitimate religious beliefs of all its diverse communities, not least its diverse Muslim
communities. This is a vital imperative at a time when London faces a severe terrorist threat
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from movements including Islamic State (otherwise known as the Islamic State of Iraq and
Levant), Al Qaeda, and their many affiliates;51 movements with a proven ability to recruit,
“radicalize,” or influence young Muslim Londoners. As such this imperative is particularly
important when it comes to respecting the legitimate Islamic beliefs of approximately one
million Muslim Londoners.52 There is one key element to this requirement: if police fail to
show respect for the religious beliefs of the communities where they are seeking support in
their counterterrorism investigations then a serious trust deficit will arise and inhibit this
prime policing purpose. Such a trust deficit not only inhibits effective counterterrorism
policing but also offers sophisticated terrorist movement opportunities to exploit it in their
propaganda and recruitment material.53 While significant progress was made during the
10 years of the Muslim Safety Forum (2001–2011) in regard to many important issues of
religious respect54 there remain two recurring problems in need of urgent attention.

The first problem is that legitimate aspects of religious practice continue to be described
as pointers toward “radicalization.” This problematic account was probably first enunciated
to a London Muslim audience by Home Secretary John Reid in 2006.55 More recently, it has
been developed by Mak Chisti, a commander in the Metropolitan Police, who expresses con-
cern about “primary school children defining Christmas as “haram.” Chisti explains that
“while it may not be a police matter, parents and family needed to ask how children as young
as five had come to that view, whether it be from school or their friends.” 56 “This is not
about us invading private thoughts,” he argues, “ but acknowledging that it is in these private
spaces where this [extremism] first germinates”:

The purpose of private-space intervention is to engage, explore, explain, educate or eradicate.
Hate and extremism is not acceptable in our society, and if people cannot be educated, then
hate and harmful extremism must be eradicated through all lawful means.57

Putting aside the issue of privacy, which has attracted the most media attention, there is
also an important issue for policing in terms of religious belief and sectarianism. Chisti is a
Muslim—seemingly a liberal Muslim—and appears to be conflating a legitimate school of
Islamic belief with extremism and radicalization that leads toward support for Islamic State.
At best this is a somewhat reductive analysis and one that sits at odds with a more insightful
account provided by Mehmood Naqshbandi, a former advisor to the Metropolitan Police,
who is at pains to defend legitimate Islamic beliefs from the simplistic distortions offered by
Islamic State and others. Naqshbandi shares Chisti’s concern that young Muslim Londoners
are joining Islamic State but addresses the problem from a different vantage point in explain-
ing that “all ISIS needs to do, and has done, is to put forward more cogent arguments in their
own favour, in a format and with [Islamic] sources that the recipients are familiar with.” For
“young Muslims especially,” he explains “and those who are troubled by the discordant clash
between their own lives, the ideals of a simple Muslim way of life, the corruption and deca-
dence of the society they are growing up in, and especially the compromises and hypocrisy
of their own parents, the ISIS message offers a resolution.”58 Suffice to say, if Naqshbandi is
right and parents are part of the problem, Chisti’s approach may have limited application.

In addition, Naqshbandi is acutely conscious of inter-Muslim sectarianism—often
exploited by Islamic State—and scrupulously avoids feeding it. This runs counter to a strand
of liberal Muslim thinking that often enthusiastically endorses attempts to link extremism to
legitimate strands of conservative Islamic belief. Instead, Naqshbandi explained basic Islamic
beliefs and practice in a guide book for London police officers—published a decade ago—
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which runs counter to the perspective of some liberal Muslims and key parts of government
Prevent strategy. This extract dealing with sexual relationships is a case in point: “Like most
faiths that have the concept of external, objective morality, Islam is deeply antipathetic to
homosexuality.”59 Some liberal, radical Muslims might challenge this, in the same way that
liberal, radical Christians and Jews might do in regard to the same issue in their religions,
but inevitably socially conservative Muslims, Christians, and Jews may not. What becomes
crucial, from the perspective of community-based counterterrorism policing, is whether
socially conservative or traditional Muslims (no more and no less than their counterparts in
the two other Abrahamic faiths)—and whether from Deobandi, Barelvi, Shi’a, Sufi, Salafi,
Islamist, or any other Muslim background60—maintain genuinely respectful relationships
with gay, lesbian, Christian, Jewish, and all other Londoners. When displays of such respect
occur it is noteworthy,61 not least, given that socially conservative Muslims have an innate
advantage over liberal Muslims in achieving a degree of credibility when seeking to counter
the narratives of violent extremists.

Two key points arise from Naqshbandi’s policing guide: first, the importance of understand-
ing religious belief and practice on its own terms; second, recognizing that major, significant
similarities and differences exist between the beliefs and practices of many Muslim Londoners
and other faith communities in the capital. For example, on the one hand, many Jewish and
Christian Londoners share Muslim concerns about what Naqshbandi terms “overtly sexual or
lewd behaviour.”62 On the other hand, many Jewish and Christian Londoners would concur
with liberal Muslims who prefer to challenge establish norms in their respective religions. Suf-
fice to say, Islamic State, and other terrorist movements, will be less able to exploit community
anger if London policing is seen to respect legitimate religious beliefs—which is not to endorse
them—such as the teaching of the fundamental tenets of Islam to children in mosques and
gender segregation in certain public settings. As well as denying terrorist movements propa-
ganda opportunities, such an approach also facilitates community initiatives aimed at tackling
radicalization.63 Echoing Ian Blair’s point about doing with not to communities, Naqshbandi,
argues that, “… the government must realise that there was no top-down solution to tackling
radicalisation and reforming mosques.” Instead, he suggests, mosques “are the places where
extremism should be debated and examined.”64

The second urgent problem is closely related and concerns the Prevent strategy where it
conflates all strands of political Islam (otherwise referred to as Islamism) and all strands of
Salafism as being “extremist” and antithetical to British values.65 Harras Rafiq, managing
director of the Quilliam Foundation, typically makes the government case forcefully when
he argues that “Islamist groups such as the Muslim Brotherhood and their offshoots have
been indoctrinating our youngsters for decades that they have to join the struggle in the cre-
ation of a Utopian Islamist Caliphate and then to expand it across the globe.”66 Readily
accepted by governments in the last decade, this blanket characterization unfairly conflates
mainstream Muslim organizations with extremist groups such as Hizb ut Tahrir. In addition,
it overlooks a significant amount of constructive community work carried out from within
this much maligned strand of Muslim London. One well documented case study involves
the work of the Muslim Association of Britain and the Muslim Welfare House in regard to
the successful reclamation of the Finsbury Park Mosque from the hands of violent extrem-
ists.67 Regrettably, Rafiq’s negative blanket assessment appears to have gained currency in
the banking sector as well as government, with this success being rewarded with the igno-
minious withdrawal of the mosque’s banking facilities.68
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Similarly, Reverend Alan Green, chair of the Tower Hamlets Interfaith Forum, has
“highlighted the value of the close partnership he has established with the East London Mos-
que and London Muslim Centre over a long period.” Significantly, he recalls that “when the
bombs went off in London [7/7], I got the bishop down to the East London Mosque so that
there could be immediate joint statements, and Dilwar [Dilwar Hussain, the mosque chair-
man] on the Sunday was here in St. John’s preaching with me about our opposition to
bombers.” “Now that was entirely unnecessary,” he adds, “that wasn’t before TV screens, it
wasn’t to get anything out of it. …”69 In the past, Metropolitan Police borough commanders
have spoken out in support of their partners at Finsbury Park Mosque, East London Mosque,
and at other Muslim institutions, not least when they have been wrongly labeled extremist.70

Under increased government pressure, and the impact of police training delivered by Quil-
liam and like-minded institutions, police chiefs currently in post are either seriously con-
strained or, like Mak Chisti, enthusiastic supporters of government policy and the Quilliam
approach.

Once a key player in the delivery of Prevent, Abdul Haqq Baker remains committed to
tackling violent extremism and does so on a voluntary basis, despite being excluded from
official engagement since 2011. Condemned by the reductive analysis of the Quilliam
Foundation as extremist by virtue of being Salafi, he offers a more nuanced and accurate
account that helps explain the basis for his outstanding track record in tackling violent
extremism in London. “ISIS (along with al-Qaida, from within which it originated),” he
explains, “does indeed take much of its theology from Salafism.” Crucially, however, he
notes, “Salafi Islam is as wide and varied as, say, Sufi Islam is, and there are numerous
sub-trends within it, each one of which is at odds with the other sub-trends.” Baker con-
tinues by explaining:

[that] there are (as only a partial list of the political sub-trends) apolitical pacifist Salafis; politi-
cally engaged yet non-militant Salafis who eschew democracy; Salafis who wish to engage with
the democratic system to change it; Salafis who believe jihad is an obligation but not at the cur-
rent time and in the current circumstances; and, of course jihadi-Salafis who are actively
engaged in military conflict.71

Baker acknowledges that “empowering one strand of Salafism over another will have its
pros and cons” but argues that “the pros” in regard to tackling recruitment and radicaliza-
tion of young British Muslims into Islamic State or Al Qaeda, “far outweigh any potential
cons.” For the numerous police officers, civil servants, and other public servants who have
worked with Baker in the past this analysis will be familiar and will ring true. They have cer-
tainly witnessed the “pros” and may also have been satisfied that the “cons” can be mitigated.
Interestingly, the “cons”—a religious understanding that places most of their London neigh-
bors in the category of nonbelievers and thereby destined to Hell—is shared by many socially
conservative Muslims across London (and of course by socially conservative Christians and
Jews), including many who are excused Quilliam’s liberal wrath. When Baker suggests he
“would much rather live next to somebody who thinks I will go to Hell but still be polite
with me, than someone who actively seeks to kill me” he is capturing a reality of contempo-
rary London life.72 Several officers involved in community-based counterterrorism policing
in London can vouch for Baker—and his colleagues—in terms of their regular engagement
with their fellow Londoners with genuine respect and consideration—irrespective of gender,
religion, or sexual orientation.73
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Conflating all London Muslims with affiliations to Islamist and Salafi institutions with
extremists such as Anjem Choudhury74 is also to ignore much positive work they have done
to tackle them.75 This aspect of Prevent strategy is ill-considered and unintentionally sends
out a signal to London Muslims that sections of their community are being stigmatized in
favor of others. It is also a proven target for terrorist propaganda.76 Moreover, it has become
an entrenched policing position since organizations that promote this approach were given
major roles in police training and Prevent delivery.77 Quite pointedly, while the anti-Islam-
ist, Quilliam organization was given a key role in police training, the majority of voluntary
Muslim organizations that dutifully attended the Muslim Safety Forum for a decade have
subsequently been excluded from such work. Instead of exclusion, case by case judgments
should be made, and individuals who have built up a positive reputation with police re-
established as valuable interlocutors and trainers.

Conclusion: Provide Honest Feedback to Policymakers

London policing, as elsewhere, cannot forego a responsibility to explain the requirements
and implications of government counterterrorism policy to representatives of the communi-
ties it serves. However, when it chooses to adopt a community-based counterterrorism polic-
ing model it should ensure that it listens attentively to messages from those communities
and provides feedback to policymakers. Speaking truth to power is never a safe route to
career advancement in policing—in London or elsewhere—but is clearly necessary on those
occasions when government counterterrorism policy is unintentionally proving to be coun-
terproductive, however well-intentioned it may be. This is especially important when terror-
ist movements are able to exploit weaknesses or mistakes in counterterrorism policy or
practice for their benefit in terms of recruitment and support. This is the sense in which
these recommendations are aimed at enhancing the legitimacy and effectiveness of counter-
terrorism responses to formidable and inventive terrorist opponents.

As Ian Blair expresses his learning from extensive experience in regard to counterterror-
ism policing and Muslim communities: “I just think we have to be incredibly careful, we
shouldn’t be doing this to the community, we should be doing this with the communi-
ty.”78Interestingly, this is an approach the authors first articulated as “partnership policing”
with London-based Muslim organizations and groups in 2003 and continue to recommend
it to practitioners of community-based counterterrorism policing—whether operating within
or outside the government Prevent strategy. To do so is to ensure that an established policing
approach, grounded in the notion of policing by consent, is extended to Muslim community
representatives. For reasons this article has highlighted, a genuine partnership approach
with Muslim community representatives has gained little traction in the last decade. Instead,
where police engagement has often been with and not to Muslim communities—as in the
case of the abandoned Muslim Safety Forum—it has been closed down under pressure of
government policy.79 Although that pressure has been more pronounced under David
Cameron’s leadership, it was certainly evident when Tony Blair was at the helm and not
wholly absent during Gordon Brown’s premiership. In truth, the partnership approach that
underpins the recommendations in this article runs counter to a strand of government policy
enacted by Labour, Conservative, and Liberal Democrat Coalition and Conservative admin-
istrations during the last decade. Interestingly, in so far as this strand of government policy
has sometimes treated Muslims differently than other faith communities, it is not central to
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the ideologies of any of the three political parties involved. Rather, as the staunch Conserva-
tive commentator Peter Oborne observes, government policy in this arena has more to do
with transatlantic, neo-conservativism than with mainstream U.K. politics of any stripe.80

To be sure, individually, the authors of this article differ in their political allegiances, yet nei-
ther sees this issue in terms of party politics. Instead, it is respectfully recommended that
police chiefs should summon the resolve to speak truth to power on this fundamental polic-
ing issue before retirement and to whichever party is in office.

Moreover, the emergence of community-based counterterrorism initiatives aimed at
inhibiting London citizens—and citizens of other towns and cities in the United Kingdom—
from leaving home to fight for Islamic State in Syria and Iraq highlights the topicality and
potential value of the issues raised in this article when seeking to enhance counterterrorism
practice in a complex and demanding arena. To the extent that policing plays a reduced role
in regard to a problem that extends beyond counterterrorism and increasingly overlaps with
counterinsurgency, counterextremism, counterradicalization, and de-radicalization, practi-
tioners should reflect on how to ensure all strands of community opinion are fully under-
stood. To misrepresent or stigmatize the religious beliefs or political opinions of Muslim
Londoners either with a track record or with potential of tackling terrorism and violent
extremism in the capital is to play into the hands of sophisticated terrorist movements and
networks eager to drive a wedge between the communities where they seek recruits and sup-
porters and the authorities employed by the state to disrupt them. Ian Blair argues that “we
have to accept there are people who live their lives by fundamentalist rules” and that “funda-
mentalism in itself is not a matter for the state to interfere with” but that rather “when it
slides into violent extremism it is.” He is surely right to argue, from his experience, that “if
we cut ourselves off from talking to some people whose views we do not like but to whom
millions of young people listen that’s a very difficult issue for us.”81

London policing still needs to listen to all strands of Muslim opinion as it previously
sought to do at the Muslim Safety Forum. This is to avoid being seen to talk just to John
Grieve’s “nodding dogs” in the community.82 Interestingly, in all other areas of London
policing the imperative to engage with its most stringent critics appears to be alive and
well.83 The fact that it is less of a priority in relation to counterterrorism may well indicate
the level of policing subordination to government policy in this arena. If that is the case, it
only increases the duty of police to listen to its critics in the community in regard to counter-
terrorism issues—Prevent included—in exactly the same way as it does in all other areas of
policing. Apart from its own intrinsic value as a method of policing by consent it has the
added value of reducing the risk of bolstering sectarian divisions that are regularly exploited
by Islamic State, Al Qaeda, and their affiliates. At its best the Muslim Safety Forum achieved
this objective and enabled police chiefs to brief government on key areas of concern in
regard to counterterrorism policy and practice.84 To be sure, there is an absence of accessible
research that seeks to evaluate success and failure in this field. However, the difficulties
inherent in establishing and measuring success in preventative and community policing of
all kinds should not deter researchers in the future. Especially those willing and able to
engage closely with community perspectives.85

It follows that London policing should notify government when the Prevent strategy
aimed at tackling extremism is unfairly targeting or stigmatizing Muslim groups and indi-
viduals who are not extremist but rather the exact equivalent of groups and individuals in
other London faith communities who are recognized as representatives of conservative or
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radical strands of legitimate religious belief and political opinion. Again, apart from its own
intrinsic value as a method of policing by consent this also has the added value of reducing
the risk of bolstering sectarian divisions that are regularly exploited by Islamic State, Al
Qaeda, and their affiliates. More generally, London policing should reflect on its unique
learning, especially over the last two decades, and offer an honest appraisal of the successes
and failures of government counterterrorism policy at the community level. This will be
especially valuable for the growing number of civil servants and public and voluntary sector
employees involved in community intervention strategies in London as well as in towns and
cities across the United Kingdom.
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