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Subject: Politics & Media/Islamophobia Project
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Date: Sunday, 18 May, 2008, 10:24 PM

Dear All,

It was a pleasure to meet with you all on Friday last and to discuss the proposals for the new initiative designed to counter the growth of Islamophobia here in the UK .  

I have now had the chance to properly review the printed proposals for the ‘Media & Politics Project’ given to me on Friday and have the following comments/suggestions.

You will be aware from our meeting that I am broadly in agreement with the aims of the project and I also understand that you will have seen the extensive proposal which I produced in June 2007 (see attached).  

Legal Response Resource/Unit

As mentioned in our discussion, I feel that it is important for us to expand our priority list with plans for a legal response resource/unit. Such a unit will provide a staunch legal rebuttal mechanism to allegations and defamation etc and I believe that it should not be so difficult or costly to acquire the services of a team of sympathetic Muslim advocates on a pro-bono basis. The effective legal challenge of a few carefully chosen cases will send warning signals to editors and broadcasters that they should think twice before producing sensational headlines and potentially defamatory content. It will also be important for this resource to build up a network of intelligence gathering mechanisms – to establish files on individuals and/or organisations which consistently attack the Muslim community. 

Proper Research should be carried out before we embark on print publications and web site design

I also believe that before we embark on project spend in respect of the handy guide leaflet and web site design, we should first properly research our target audience. 

I believe that we should explore the key target groups/organisations/bodies within the Muslim community which are likely to provide the best prospective initial recruits to the engagement process. We should properly analyse whether one design will suit all or whether we should specifically design information handouts to target individual specific groups – youth groups/student bodies & associations; umbrella/community organisations etc. We may decide that a distribution campaign is more effective if conducted in association with existing organisations which already enjoy the trust of specific sections of the community. 

First priority should be to meet community leaders

I therefore propose that our first priority is to arrange a series of meetings with the leaders of community organisations; student bodies and youth groups. The purpose of these meetings will be to discuss the issue of electoral engagement; the implications of a failure to engage and the mechanisms needed to galvanise the community at large. In addition to potentially acquiring a range of new effective ideas, the process will help to ensure that we have the cooperation and assistance of the community at large. We should focus initially on the design of a PowerPoint presentation which should go further than merely highlighting the degree of Islamophobia in the UK media (most Muslims will be aware of it, at least to some degree), but should look at the practical implications of such representations in terms of local and national government legislation and budgetary spend – those issues which will effect the day to day economic and basic human rights of Muslim constituents. Our fist challenge will be to win over support from leaders in the community and through them the community more broadly. 

I also mentioned the need to properly research the nature and structure of any website presence. For any website to be effective, it must be engaging and provide useful purpose other than to provide information necessarily relating to our project. It may be that the purpose of our initiative needs to become subsidiary to other key components of the site which will serve as more of a magnet to the respective target group. 

I firmly believe that one of the most powerful sources of active support will be derived through students at the range of universities across the country. University students represent a sizeable sector of those who are likely to be more active but have traditionally played a passive role in the electoral process – due mostly to a combination of factors, the chief of which is disillusionment. It will be interesting for example to look at some of the initiatives that have been deployed by local boroughs and other groups/organisations in order to stimulate greater voter participation amongst young people. Some of these include: 

·        Teenage kicks – Spray tattoo artists, graffiti artists and dance crews attend this annual one-day music festival which was set up to help combat the negative publicity around young people in the town. The Electoral Commission also goes along to promote the advantages of getting involved with democracy at a young age. 

·        Young people’s Question Time – this debate mirrors the format of the adult event but takes place in a more informal atmosphere. It gives youngsters a chance to quiz the chief executive and other key members of the local council. 

·        Shadow the chief executive or councillors – this allows students to shadow the chief executive of the council and to gain an insight into the daily work schedule of the council’s most senior team. They learn first-hand how important decisions are made. 

A large network of letter writers

As detailed in my 2007 report, most news and current affairs editors will argue that they have a duty to respond to the representations and complaints of their viewers/readers/listeners and it follows that if there are few or no representations or complaints, editors do not feel that they have a need to exercise caution in the choice of news stories or headlines. We do not need to reinvent the wheel here! The Jewish lobby in the UK have developed a tried and tested structure and methodology. On one occasion several years ago, I was sent a draft that had been circulated to over 5,000 Jewish Zionist subscribers - individuals who had signed up to respond immediately to a centrally generated communication describing the basic content for a specific letter of protest and with details to whom it should be sent. Letters were then sent out by the hundred/thousand totally blind. This letter was to complain about a TV programme on the Israeli/Palestine conflict before it had even been aired. I remember discussing this with Chris McGreal at the Guardian – the then Jerusalem correspondent. He was quite open about the fear that these lobby ‘letter writing’ groups engendered in desk editors and talked of how he was forced on a daily basis to examine every word that he submitted to print in the expectation of a substantial response from such groups. The golden rule is that if an editor receives more than a dozen complaints – he must have offended many hundreds, if he receives dozens of letters he may have potentially offended thousands of people and needs to take and be seen to take serious action.

I believe that the network should be constructed on similar lines – we should aim to recruit thousands of prospective letter writers and not just ‘a small network of enthusiastic and reliable writers’. 

News Filtering 

I am aware that there are a number of news filtering agencies such as the one that provides the daily news bites for the MCB web site (I was in negotiation with the same organisation at one stage). Such agencies are useful but by no means adequate for our purposes. There are huge gaps in their screening abilities and ultimately the only reliable way to scrutinise either national or international media will be to deploy full time skilled personnel. As detailed in my report, there is a substantial amount of material which floats around the corridors of power – whether at Westminster or outside it, which will not be picked up by the software of these agencies. 

Meetings with journalists – the need for regular production of reports and credible analysis

It is my opinion that initially we will not be wholly successful in obtaining the participation of groups of journalists in quarterly briefings until we have lobbied them on an individual one-to-one basis and firmly established the credibility of the institute. We must initially focus on carefully building relationships with individual journalists – who should be provided with a regular flow of accurate information and comment relating to the Muslim community. We should first set in place the mechanisms for the regular production of material – press releases; reports and studies, for such briefings. Whilst a long term goal should be to establish a Muslim friendly think tank, in the short term it would be advisable to source a team of credible and authoritative commentators/academics who will be prepared to provide written response/analysis to key events on a regular basis – this may have to be budgeted for. It will be the provision of this regular credible information that will be the justification for journalists to engage with us. 

Naming the Project

I am in favour of a non acronym name for the project and suggest the name ‘Blackstone Institute or Foundation’. The story of the Blackstone is central to Islamic heritage and thinking. The Blackstone is the eastern cornerstone of the Holy Kaaba - an object of great reverence throughout the Muslim world. Its story encompasses the issues of settling quarrels between peoples; dispelling myths; building bridges; creating the foundations of community cohesion and unity. In short it epitomises all that our institute aspires to, without any negative hostages to fortune. 

I look forward to your comments and to working with you all. 

Best regards,

Carl Arrindell

Director of International Operations & Strategic Planning 
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