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ACTUALITY OF PROTESTS 

 

CUFFE: In the aftermath of the Arab Spring, the loudest voices 

on the streets of Egypt, Libya and Tunisia are not those of the liberals fighting for democracy. 

It’s the religious extremists you hear.  Last month’s attacks on US embassies across the world 

were spearheaded by Salafis, adherents of a conservative form of Islam demanding nothing 

less than the establishment of an Islamic state and the imposition of strict Sharia law. 

What is the punishment in Sharia for a woman if she commits adultery? 

 

GHIDAN [VIA INTERPRETER]:  If she is not married, she will receive a hundred lashes.  

If she is married, she will be stoned until death. 

 

CUFFE: Revolutionaries who dreamed of democracy now fear 

an Iranian style theocracy instead.  And in Europe, the growth of a militant type of Salafism, 

centred on Germany but with links to the UK, raises concern about a potential terrorist threat.   

 

SIGNATURE TUNE 
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EXTRACT FROM ARCHIVE  

 

OBAMA: There is absolutely no justification to this type of 

senseless violence. 

 

ACTUALITY OF MEN SHOUTING 

 

LUSTIG: It is not clear yet how the ambassador, Christopher 

Stephens, and the three other Americans were killed. 

 

GREEN .... at the US Consulate in Benghazi last night, amid 

protests about an obscure American film, which is said to ridicule the Muslim prophet, 

Mohammed.  There have also been demonstrations ..... 

 

CUFFE: The protests that followed the showing of the film, 

Innocence of Muslims and had such tragic consequences in Libya was spearheaded by 

Salafis, a group of ultra-conservative Islamicists. They want to bring Muslims back to the 

true religion practised hundreds of years ago and establish an Islamic state governed by 

Sharia law.   

 

BOWEN: Witnesses told reporters that while the attack was 

going on, the streets around the Consulate were cordoned off by bearded fighters who looked 

like jihadists.  Armed with automatic weapons .... 

 

CUFFE: Idris Abidiya was caught up in the violence at the 

Consulate in Benghazi.  

 

ABIDIYA: I was there with one of my friends, going to a café 

nearby the embassy there, and suddenly we saw almost twenty-two cars heading directly into 

the embassy, and my friend told me all of them was Ansar al Sharia, you can notice that from 

the black flags.  This flag is very familiar for the extremist Muslims.  We follow and 

suddenly the attack start directly and my friend keep telling me, ‘Let’s go out from here, let’s 

go out,’ and when we go out from that street we start to hear bigger sounds and explosives 

too.  I believe from what I saw it was really really organised. 
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CUFFE: After the death of the US ambassador, the people of 

Benghazi turned on the militant Salafis who’d been living in their midst and drove them out 

of town. Their disquiet about the extremists had been growing for some time. They’d 

watched them turning against other Muslims – destroying Sufi shrines, even mosques, and 

trying to impose their strict moral code. 

 

ABIDIYA: After destroying those mosques and those graves, after 

also attacking the Commonwealth graves here in Benghazi, they were looking for the people, 

the Libyan people who drink alcohol and they attack them in their farm and capture them and 

put them in prison for weeks. 

  

CUFFE: Do you think that the Government should have acted 

quicker to do something about these Salafis? 

 

ABIDIYA: Of course. That was one of the big failures of the 

Government. They couldn’t stop them and I believe that accident what’s make them more 

and more stronger and bigger, you know, because nobody stopped them.  

 

CUFFE: Like the Tunisians, who started the Arab Spring by 

overthrowing Ben Ali, and the Egyptians who demonstrated day after day in Tahrir Square, 

the Libyans were hoping their revolution would free them from a one party state and deliver 

democracy.   What they didn’t fight for was an Islamic fundamentalist takeover.   

Will McCants is an analyst at the Centre for Strategic Studies in Washington, which reports 

to the US Navy.  He’s been watching the rise of Salafism in these countries.   

 

MCCANTS: In Libya, it’s much more these Salafi militias that are 

setting the tone than other kind of Salafi political actors, and these militias, some of them 

move very much in the Al Qaeda orbit.  They share much of the same ideology.  One of the 

disturbing trends I’ve noticed is the sort of mainstreaming of Al-Qaeda’s flag.  Al-Qaeda 

invented its own flag, supposedly based on the flag of the prophet, but most recently this past 

year we’ve really seen this flag start to pop up among young people in the Salafi movement 

that don’t necessarily have any affiliation with Al-Qaeda, but like what the flag stands for, 

and I think it’s indicative of the murky situation we’re in right now, particularly in Libya, 

where the lines between these various types of Salafis are not quite clear. 
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CUFFE: Do you think the Government will be able to keep 

them under control? 

 

MCCANTS: I don’t know if the Government will be able to keep 

them under control.  The government seems to be really struggling with all of these militias 

in Libya, not just the Salafi militias, and I think that’s going to be the greatest challenge to 

getting Libya back to a stable country that can have regular elections and not be at risk of 

another civil war. 

 

CUFFE: For weeks before the Embassy protests, the film that 

caused such offence to Muslims had been circulating on the internet.  But it was when a 

Salafist TV station in Egypt broadcast clips of the film that the violence kicked off. 

 

ACTUALITY IN TV STUDIO 

 

CUFFE: TV Nas broadcasts from a vast media city near Cairo. 

It’s half an hour before New Egypt is about to go on air and I’m in the studio at Al Nas, a 

very smart new studio, a lot of money’s been spent on it.  There are banks of cameras, a 

camera on a crane here, a very luxurious set with Islamic decor.  This is the television station 

and this is the show that sparked off all the troubles in Egypt and across the world by 

showing clips of the controversial film, Innocence of Muslims. 

 

ALS’HARI [VIA INTERPRETER]: It was this researcher, he brought us a CD of the 

movie.  The film was really shocking for us, it was really offensive and insulting.  We felt we 

were the target audience because it was, the voiceover was Egyptian dialect. 

 

CUFFE: Mustafa Als’hari is media advisor to the TV station. 

 

ALS’HARI [VIA INTERPRETER]: We expected the normal reaction and there was a few 

protests here and there.  We didn’t aim to have confrontation with anyone, it was just to say 

that this is happening, we reject it because we reject it and will not be silent about it, and we 

need to defend our sanctities, not aim to incite people to attack embassies or anything like 

that. 
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CUFFE: But the film was so shocking, you say yourself you 

were so shocked by the film and you were so upset by it, you must have anticipated that your 

audience would share those feelings and would react. 

 

ALS’HARI [VIA INTERPRETER]: It was all over social media.  I mean, matter of time 

before it’s picked up by another TV station.  I mean, you don’t expect to look the other way 

and pretend like nothing happened.  It happened and we reported the truth. 

 

CUFFE: So do you feel any responsibility for the violence, for 

the death of the US ambassador? 

 

ALS’HARI [VIA INTERPRETER]: If you had been watching us, you would see that every 

single scholar who appeared on this channel condemned, you know, in a clear way, not in an 

indirect way the attack on the embassies and the killing of the US ambassador in Libya.  

There has been some self-criticism, that maybe the crisis should have been handled 

differently. 

 

CUFFE: So do you regret that decision now? 

 

ALS’HARI [VIA INTERPRETER]: You are not getting a yes or no answer from me for this 

question, because I really cannot say I regret it and I cannot say I don’t regret it. 

  

CUFFE: Mr Als’hari’s boss later made it clear that he felt the 

decision to broadcast extracts of the film was wrong.  The fact that Salafis felt free to come 

onto the streets and protest in countries like Egypt, Libya and Tunisia is in large part because 

of the Arab Spring.  Under previous regimes, they’d have been more fearful of a crackdown 

by state forces. Revolution has brought new freedom for all Islamic groups and Salafis have 

been quick to use it. 

 

ACTUALITY OF PRAYERS AT MOSQUE  
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CUFFE: To find out more about Salafism and what it means, 

I’ve come to the town of Awsim, outside Cairo, where worshippers are in the mosque for 

Friday prayers.  As a foreigner and a woman, I’m not welcome inside, but I’ve arranged to 

meet the preacher, Sheikh Hasan Ghidan, after the service. Dressed in the kind of ankle-

length robe his forefathers would have worn in the time of Mohammed, the Sheikh looks 

every inch the scholar.  

 

GHIDAN [VIA INTERPRETER]: The word Salafism comes from the word Salaf in 

Arabic, which means the ancestors, which means - in the concept of Salafism - the first 

generations of Muslims.  That’s why the founder of Salafism established Salafism, in order to 

make people return again to the origins of Islam, to the true Islam. 

 

CUFFE: There are various shades of Salafist opinion.  Sheikh 

Ghidan is a graduate from Cairo’s influential Islamic university, Alz’har. He believes you 

change society by teaching people at grass root level, while his Jihadist brothers believe you 

bring about change top down, by using force. Different methods, but the aims are the same. 

 

GHIDAN [VIA INTERPRETER]: The changes we seek first of all is to apply the Islamic 

Sharia, the Islamic law, to achieve social justice, to establish an Islamic Caliphate and also to 

liberate the occupied lands which was occupied by non-Muslims, the lands which are 

originally Muslim, Muslim lands - Palestine, Iraq, Andalucia, Cordoba, Marcilia, Burma, 

Manila and Chechnya. 

 

CUFFE: So you are talking about parts of Europe as well should 

be returned to the Caliphate, an Islamic Caliphate? 

 

GHIDAN [VIA INTERPRETER]: All these lands and territories used to belong to the 

Islamic Caliphate during the first generation of Islamic rule, but later on, as time went by, all 

these lands went to other, to non-Muslims, so we have to return all these lands to the Islamic 

house. 
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CUFFE: When asked to explain the kind of laws that would 

need to be changed in Egypt in order to comply with Sharia, Sheikh Ghidan gives the 

example of a woman who is caught committing adultery. Under the present law, he says, she 

goes unpunished, which wouldn’t be the cause with Sharia. 

What is the punishment in Sharia for a woman if she commits adultery? 

 

GHIDAN [VIA INTERPRETER]: If she is not married, she will receive a hundred lashes.  

If she is married, she will be stoned until death.  This punishment in Islam is severe, in order 

to prevent adultery in the society. 

 

CUFFE: What is your attitude towards secularism? 

 

GHIDAN [VIA INTERPRETER]: Those seculars or liberals who you are talking about, 

they believe in reform, but they may seek reform at the expense of religion. I believe that 

reform must comply with the Islamic Sharia.  Under the rule of Islam all non-Muslims – 

including infidels - have their own right, have the freedom of belief, but at the same time 

those non-Muslims have to respect the public rule which is prevailing in the Muslim state.  

Drinking alcohol is forbidden, so they have to respect the Islamic rule away from their 

freedom. 

 

CUFFE: What is the punishment for drinking? 

 

GHIDAN [VIA INTERPRETER]: Eighty lashes for the one who drinks wine, but he first 

of all at the beginning explained why drinking wine is impermissible in Islam, because it 

makes one lose his mind and he may commit some mistakes. 

 

CUFFE: The Sheikh’s brand of traditional Islam is popular in 

rural areas, where people are poor and their needs largely ignored.  And it’s not just religion 

that’s the attraction. 

 

ACTUALITY IN VILLAGE STREET 
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CUFFE: In the village of Al Komalahmar, a group of Salafis are 

visiting homes in a narrow unpaved street, offering practical assistance.  A woman with a 

round smiling face beckons us through her front door into a kind of internal courtyard with an 

open oven blazing away at the far end.  It’s baking day.  One of the daughters of the house is 

taking the dough and tossing it on a round wooden tray, tossing it up and down on flour and 

then putting it in the oven to bake.  And that bread is to feed a family of fifteen or so people.  

There are a lot of children around here, up and down the stairs and peeping round corners as 

well as the adults, and this family makes about a hundred and twenty of these loaves every 

week, and of course for that they need a lot of gas. 

Radiba Rashim has to buy that gas in canisters from the nearest town, but in recent months 

it’s become prohibitively expensive. The Salafi brothers have set up a scheme offering gas at 

subsidised prices. 

 

ACTUALITY OF SALAFI WITH RADIBA 

 

RASHIM [VIA INTERPRETER]: We are buying now it’s for twenty pounds.  If he says 

no, we will give it to you for five pounds ...... 

 

CUFFE: So that is important for you, you need this? 

 

RASHIM [VIA INTERPRETER]: Of course, we cannot live without gas canisters.  We 

bake from it, we live on it. 

 

CUFFE: Egypt’s present economic crisis makes Salafis’ charity 

all the more welcome. At religious festivals they kill sheep, camel and buffalo and distribute 

them to the poor.  They help families by paying for school books and medicine, and they 

furnish young brides with household goods. In this area their social programme is run by 

Mohammed Gom’ah. 

 

GOM’AH: We haven’t anything here.  Must help our people, it’s 

our instructions in Islam, we must do that, we must help people, they need.  We do it for 

Allah.  Don’t forget that.  They respect us. 
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CUFFE:  Since the Arab Spring, the Salafis in Egypt have been 

turning that respect and goodwill into votes. 

 

ACTUALITY AT PARLIAMENT BUILDING 

 

CUFFE: This is the seat of democracy in Egypt – the Parliament 

building with its white dome, its porticos and gilt decorations.  Before the Revolution, the 

Salafis would have nothing to do with this place. They didn’t like politics because they 

thought it was impure. But with the Revolution everything changed and they decided to enter 

the political fray.  The lower house of Parliament is currently suspended because of a legal 

wrangle over the electoral process, but when the Egyptians last went to the polls, more than 

20% of them voted for the new Salafi parties. 

Their electoral success – making them the second largest party after the Muslim Brotherhood 

– was a huge surprise to many Egyptians.  This is a very class conscious society and the 

middle and upper echelons have very little idea of what most of their countrymen are 

thinking. But Mustafa Kamal Al-Sayad, Professor of Political Science at Cairo University, 

says the indications were clear. 

 

AL-SAYAD: They had laid the ground for this success. Their 

charitable activities, the Salafis were active in poorer districts of the country, all over the 

country, so it was easy for them to turn, you know, this kind of social capital into political 

capital, and at the same time also telling them about the teachings of Islam enabled them to 

appear not only as good candidates in elections, but candidates who are keen about the strict 

implementation of Islamic Sharia and also, they had also the money, so in this way they could 

conduct a successful election campaign and could get, you know, a large number of their 

candidates to win the election and to become a very effective force in the People’s Assembly.  

 

CUFFE: Some suggest that being part of the political process 

means that they won’t be quite so fundamentalist as people fear? 

 

AL-SAYAD: It will take a long time, it will take a long time.  I do 

not see many signs of moderation.  It is very important to remind the Egyptian public always 

that, you know, personal freedom should be expected and if the Salafists have some ideas of 

their own, they should not try to impose their vision of society on other people. 
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CUFFE: Salafi politicians got off to a bad start when one of 

them had to resign after it was revealed that he’d lied about having a nose job, saying he’d 

been injured in a carjacking.  That’s became a popular joke on the streets of Cairo. But 

liberals and human rights campaigners don’t find much else to laugh about.  Heba Morayaf, 

director of Human Rights Watch in Egypt, is alarmed by some of the things Salafi MPs have 

been trying to do. 

 

MORAYEF: The most extreme of these was one Salafi MP who 

wanted to lower the minimum marriage age to nine, and at the time there was a lot of outcry 

about this, but the good thing about that is that that public outcry forced the Muslim 

Brotherhood to come out and say that it was not proposing a lowering of the marriage age.  

The same thing happened with female genital mutilation.  A Salafi MP proposed 

decriminalising FGM, which is criminalised by the 2008 child law, and here again that outcry 

forced the Brotherhood to say that it would not amend the child law, so on those issues the 

battles were won and it shows that public pressure does have a role in trying to influence the 

Brotherhood. 

 

CUFFE: So the moderate majority has won the first few 

parliamentary skirmishes, but the real battle that lies ahead is over Sharia law. The Salafis are 

determined to change the constitution so that it’s the main source of legislation rather than the 

guiding principle.  And outside Parliament they are trying to position themselves so that 

they’ll have more influence over the lives of Egyptians.   

 

MORAYEF: The Salafis want to push for a religious body of 

unelected sheikhs, Al Alzhar, and that is an Iran model that we’re talking about - to have an 

unelected body run by religious conservatives interpret what legislation is consistent or 

inconsistent with Sharia would be really disastrous for Egypt.  It would turn it into a religious 

state controlled by an unelected minority and it would be a direct threat to a lot of the basic 

human rights that obviously the Egyptian human rights community has fought for for 

decades, but that were also articulated during the January 2011 uprising. 

 

CUFFE: Within the Salafi Nour Party - the Party of Light – 

there are tussles between hard liners and modernisers. Not surprisingly it’s one of the latter 

who agrees to be interviewed by western journalists.  Mohammed Nour is wearing a dark suit 
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CUFFE cont: and tie when we meet in his IT company.  He’s less 

explicit than the Sheikh about his interpretation of Sharia. 

 

NOUR: From ... regime, the corruption going everywhere in 

Egypt, everywhere.  So we have to fix this, so we need now to call this power of Islamic 

culture, power of justice, power of modernism also, but everything is good. 

 

CUFFE: My understanding is that Salafists really want to 

maintain the kind of traditions and morals that were current in that distant past.  A lot of 

people would say that they do not allow for personal freedom and any form of modernisation. 

 

NOUR: I think the Islamic laws is very very clear, it gives the 

people the equal and freedom, for personal freedom.  The first constitution of the prophet 

Mohammed write in Medina give a right for everyone, for Jewish, for Muslim, for all people 

live in this state and gives the freedom for everyone. 

 

CUFFE: Including women? 

 

NOUR: Including women, yes it’s true, sure. 

 

CUFFE: What exactly is your position on Sharia law? 

 

NOUR: Kind of laws like American laws, like England laws, 

this kind of laws. 

 

CUFFE: But it depends who makes the law, doesn’t it, because 

in Egypt at the moment you do not stone, you cannot stone a woman who is taken in adultery, 

say.  If you were in power would you stone a woman? 

  

NOUR: We, who make a law here in Egypt, people made his 

laws, they bend their own reference from Koran and ... and our concepts here, it’s open for all 

people, so our concept now is to build an independent institution and a good institution, no 

more corruption like the past regime. 
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CUFFE: Politically savvy Salafis know that any talk of banning 

alcohol or imposing the veil will further damage the battered tourist industry. But their 

conciliatory tone hasn’t dispelled the fears of secular and liberal Egyptians.  Pointing to 

recent attacks on Coptic churches and prosecutions for blasphemy, Mona Makram Ebeid, a 

former MP and a Coptic Christian, says Egyptian society is already being Islamicised, to the 

detriment of minority groups.  The fact that it was a Coptic Christian who made the offensive 

film about Mohammed, something that Mrs Ebeid unequivocally deplores, has increased 

tensions. 

 

EBEID: Coptic Christians are terrified, they are terrorised and 

many of them are thinking of emigrating. 

 

CUFFE: What makes them so fearful? 

 

EBEID: The idea that they will be ruled by an Islamic 

government where Egypt has for the past two hundred years been ruled by a secular 

government.  And no matter what excesses there were, sectarian violence did happen before, 

but now they don’t feel very much at ease, they feel that they might be treated as second class 

citizens. 

 

CUFFE: Dr Ebeid doesn’t expect the Salafis ever to win a 

majority in Parliament, but where she does think they pose a real threat is in their role as a 

pressure group, pushing the majority party, the Muslim Brotherhood, to take up a more 

conservative position. 

 

EBEID: This is the real trouble today is that the Muslim 

Brothers need them for electoral purposes.  Today the problem is the challenge that the 

Salafis pose to the Muslim Brothers, because the Muslim Brothers will be forced to have a 

more radical discourse so as not to antagonise what they think will be the supporters in the 

electoral process. 

 

ACTUALITY IN TAXI IN CAIRO 
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CUFFE: In Cairo you can never tell how long a journey is going 

to take because of the traffic jams.  This should take us five minutes, but in fact it might be 

more like two hours, but we’re on our way to see a representative of the Muslim 

Brotherhood, to talk about some of the pressures that the government is now facing. 

Dr Mohammed Ghuzlan invites us to drink pineapple juice in his apartment, furnished like so 

many well to do Egyptian homes in the French style of Louis XV. 

 

GHUZLAN [VIA INTERPRETER]: Yes, there are pressures, but at the same exact time we 

are pressured by the liberals, the secularists, it’s not true that the Salafists are the only 

pressuring power, it’s coming from everywhere and we need to, you know, juggle between 

all this. 

 

CUFFE: Didn’t the fact that the Muslim Brotherhood was slow 

to condemn the protests after the showing of the film, that slowness, didn’t it represent an 

anxiety not to upset the Salafis? 

 

GHUZLAN [VIA INTERPRETER]: Okay, let me just explain first that the Salafists were 

not the only power in this protest.  They started it but they were not the only power.  In our 

opinion, this film is bad, is insultive and it’s the right of Muslims to be angry for the religion 

and their prophet. However, they should show their anger in the peaceful and civilised way.  

On a personal level, I condemned from the first second and I said that the US embassy in 

Egypt is American soil in this country and no one, no one has the right to touch it or attack it 

or bring the flag down and burn it down on all this charade that happened. 

 

CUFFE: You seem to be exonerating the Salafis from any 

blame, but it was a Salafi television station that first showed clips of the film and the Salafi 

clerics are the first to call for a fatwa against the film makers, and it was a Salafi cleric who 

called on people to protest. 

 

GHUZLAN [VIA INTERPRETER]: My information is that it was Salafis who called for the 

protests and I have no problem with that.  It’s their right, it’s any Muslim’s right to go round 

an embassy, raise some banners and say, ‘We are offended and we protest against what you 

did.’  So what they did up to this point I have nothing to condemn about.  
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CUFFE: Under Hosni Mubarak’s regime, it was the Muslim 

Brotherhood who were treated as extremists and outlawed. Their spokesman, Dr Ghuzlan, 

himself spent time in jail.  Now new governments in Arab Spring countries have to find their 

own way of dealing with the Salafis.  US strategic analyst, Will McCants, believes it’s 

essential to keep them talking, however uncomfortable that may be. 

 

MCCANTS: I think if you don’t allow them to participate, that’s the 

far greater threat to democracy. They have to have a voice and I think, as you saw in Egypt, 

the more institutional clout that they’re able to translate into electoral victories, the less 

violent the Salafis are going to be, because they’re already going to feel that they have a 

voice in setting the agenda of the country.  On the other hand, for folks that are worried about 

human rights and protections of free speech, there is a lot to worry about. 

 

CUFFE: And are the governments in those different Arab 

Spring countries, are they strong enough to stand up to this pressure? 

 

MCCANTS: No, the governments are not strong enough to stand up 

to the pressure yet.  They very much have to watch, watch out for their flank. 

 

CUFFE: And it’s not just Arab Spring countries which have to 

watch out for Salafists.  In Europe, security experts have identified a growth in the militant, 

Jihadi brand of Salafism, and it raises the spectre of terrorism.  

 

ARCHIVE - GERMAN RAIDS 

 

CUFFE: Over the summer, German police carried out a series of 

raids on the homes of Salafis and banned an organisation called the Community of Abraham 

run by an Austrian called Muhammed Mahmoud, living in Berlin.  Guido Steinberg is senior 

associate with the German Institute for International and Security Affairs.  He’s been 

studying their activities for a number of years and acts as an expert witness in terrorist trials. 

 

STEINBERG: It has been established in recent years that there are 

recruiters, preachers, who look out for young people in Salafist mosques here in Berlin, in 

Bonn, in Hamburg and so on. They give them private classes at home, where they are clearer 



-  15 - 

STEINBERG cont: about the Jihadist core of their thoughts, and then 

possibly recruit them to go and join the big Jihadist organisations mainly in Pakistan. There 

was a small group which called itself the Community of Abraham, which has been depicted 

as a Salafist organisation.  The group has been outlawed by the Ministry of Interior in May 

2012. Its website has been closed down.  It is, however, not well known what these guys are 

up to. 

  

CUFFE: There is also evidence that the German Salafis are not 

operating in isolation. Earlier this year, a British court convicted two German nationals –  

28 year old Christian Emde and Robert Baum, who’s 23 – for possessing documents linked to 

terrorism.  

 

STEINBERG: The connection to Britain has become obvious about a 

year ago, when two potential Jihadists, who were suspected of wanting to leave the country 

direct to the Middle East, were caught when entering Britain.  They had Jihadist literature 

with them.  Both of them were jailed and later on I think one of them is already back in 

Germany on probation.  These two were obviously being watched by the German authorities.  

Their British colleagues were informed when they were approaching British territory and 

they seem to have wanted to contact a guy in Birmingham. That’s what I know. 

 

CUFFE: We asked the Home Office what they were doing to 

counter the threat of Salafist extremism.  They didn’t answer direct, but said: 

 

READER IN STUDIO: The Government condemns extremism in all its forms 

and those who seek to spread hatred.  Police have a range of powers to tackle it.   

 

CUFFE: But the Home Secretary, Teresa May, did attend a 

meeting this summer to discuss Salafism, led by the European Union’s counterterrorism  

co-ordinator, Gilles de Kerchove. 

 

DE KERCHOVE: The influence of political Salafism is indeed growing 

among Muslim in Europe, especially among second generation Muslim in search for their 

Muslim identity within western society – Germany, the UK, Spain, the Netherlands, Belgium 

have rather active Salafist communities. 
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CUFFE: So what moves is EU taking to counter that threat? 

 

DE KERCHOVE: Counter terrorism is first the responsibility for member 

states, so many of them are either proscribing Salafist organisation – it has happened in the 

UK, in France, in Germany.  We work on the prevent side in the EU.  The Commission has 

launched a radicalisation aware network where we try to put the best experts in the member 

state, but mainly practitioner in order to design preventive policies.  And of course among the 

member states we try to design mechanism to share more information. 

 

CUFFE: Investigations by European security services have 

recently identified a new concern. It seems Mohammed Mahmoud, the head of the banned 

Islamic organisation, recently avoided deportation from Germany by relocating to Egypt, 

where he’s suspected of organising a logistics hub for Al-Qaeda in Mali and the Mahgreb.  

Guido Steinberg believes that, in the wake of the Arab Spring, it may be easier for extremists 

to operate in Egypt with impunity.  

 

STEINBERG: When the Mubarak regime was still in place and 

Germans were already going to Egypt in order to receive language instruction and so on, so 

Egypt was an important, a very popular migrating place for many of these guys, and even at 

that time the Germans did not have a clue about what happened over there.  And right now, 

with the Egyptian security authorities having big problems in Sinai, big problems with the 

supervision of their own extremist groups, it’s very unlikely that the Germans have any clue 

of what’s going on. 

 

CUFFE: And yet, if their suspicions are correct, this could be 

very serious indeed? 

 

STEINBERG: Yes, the repercussions could be serious indeed simply 

because the German Jihadism has been the most dynamic part of the western diaspora in 

recent years.  So the fact that now others are going to Egypt is, of course, worrying. 

 

CUFFE: And are they under surveillance in Egypt? 

 

STEINBERG: I don’t think so. 
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CUFFE: In our own conversation with the representative of the 

Egyptian Government, he said he hadn’t any contact from the German security service and knew 

nothing about European terrorism suspects in Cairo.  Disturbing news if, as the Germans believe, 

these men are organising a logistic hub. EU Counter terrorism co-ordinator, Gilles de Kerchove, 

agrees that a negative effect of the Arab Spring is that it has reduced countries’ capacity to provide 

proper security. 

Some of the German Salafists, who were potentially threatened with deportation from Germany, 

have moved to Egypt and are operating there.  Is there much co-ordination between Europe and a 

country like Egypt about the presence of European extremists? 

 

DE KERCHOVE: It’s work in progress, and the more we engage with security 

sector reform with these countries, the more you will create that environment of trust which allows 

for more information sharing. 

 

CUFFE: In the case of Egypt, we put it to the Muslim Brotherhood 

that there were one or two individuals who were causing concern to the German security officials, 

and the Muslim Brotherhood knew absolutely nothing about these people or the fact that they were 

there in Cairo. 

 

DE KERCHOVE:  If it’s about people travelling abroad, we have to work on 

several policies, like visa, like security of travel documents, like setting up common database.  For 

very good reason these country have disbanded in a way their security service because that was the 

arm of repression, and for good reason they don’t want to keep these political beliefs, so we have to 

rebuild them. So you can never say that everything is going well, but we have designed a much 

more convincing response. But let’s keep the line and let’s improve what needs to be improved. 

 

CUFFE: Perhaps it’s only to be expected that a revolution should have 

unintended consequences.  Those liberals who manned the barricades in Tahrir Square, marched 

through the streets of Tunis or took up arms against Gaddafi’s forces had little idea that their 

struggle would play into the hands of Islamic extremists.  What some commentators are now 

suggesting is that in countries that dreamt of democracy and personal freedom, the Arab Spring may 

be followed by a Salafist winter. 
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