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Who are we?

Asian Youth Alliance (AYA) develops and delivers ethnic-specific and culturally-sensitive projects, in particular, for children, young people and young adults of South Asian descent. We assist organisations to engage young people and hard to reach communities. 

We are a multi-ethnic interfaith organisation, which works with young people of Anglo-Indian, African, Bangladeshi, Indian, Middle Eastern, Pakistani, Sri Lankan and West Indian heritage. AYA actively targets people from a range of religious backgrounds, in particular Muslims, Hindus, Christians, and Sikhs.
Projects completed by AYA include Heritage education, Youth Forums, an Online Forum, the AcaFit Programme (a supplementary education project that combined academic teaching with health and fitness), Away-Days, Overseas & Personal Development Residentials, Youth Involvement, Arts and Multi-Media Projects. 

AYA has participated in consultations and conferences organised by various NGOs which explored issues affecting young Muslims. In addition AYA has participated in the Government led Preventing Extremism Together consultation. 

Due to increasing demand by various organisations to provide assistance, expertise and consultation on issues relating to young Muslims AYA formed a Muslim specific project ‘Being British, Being Muslim’ (3BM). The aim of 3BM is to focus on working with Muslims in Britain.
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 “Unless we understand the implications of being British and Muslim we will not be able to create the conditions in which all young Muslims feel that they have a respected and valued place in UK society. The existence of individuals who feel marginalised and disrespected is one of the classic causes of conflict.”
  Peace Direct
The Muslim Environment in Britain
The 2001 UK Census re-introduced the question of religion for the first time since 1851. This demonstrated a substantial change in collating equal opportunities information. This information has been used to identify religious inequality.  
The ‘religion question’ has helped the Office of National Statistics identify the following: 

Employment

Unemployment rates for Muslims are higher than those of people from other religious backgrounds. 

· In 2003-2004, Muslims had the highest male unemployment rate in Britain, at 14%, over three times the rate for Christian men (4%).  
· Likewise Muslim women had the highest female unemployment rate, at 15%, almost four times the rate for Christian counterparts (4%). 
· In 2002/03, men of Bangladeshi origin had the highest unemployment rates in Britain, at 18% followed by Pakistanis at 14%. These rates are roughly three times the rate of White British men (5%).
· Among females, Pakistani women had the highest unemployment rates at 17%.

Muslim men are the least likely to occupy managerial or professional positions (less than a third) and are most likely to be working in unskilled jobs.   
· Looking at the particular types of jobs; 1 in 6 Pakistani men worked as cab drivers or chauffeurs compared with 1 in 100 White British men. 
· 1 in 3 Bangladeshi men were either cooks or waiters, compared with 1 in 100 White British men. 
Housing

Muslim households are the least likely to be homeowners with only 52% owning their own home and are the most likely to experience overcrowding. One third of Muslim households (32%) lived in overcrowded accommodation in 2001. Muslim households were also the least likely to have central heating. 

Health

Muslim men and women in Britain had the highest rates of reported ill health as well as the highest rates of disability. Almost a quarter of Muslim females (24%) had a disability and one in five Muslim males (21%). 
In addition Pakistani and Bangladeshi men and women had the highest rates of disability around 1.5 times higher than their White British counterparts. 
In April 2001, 109,000 children under the age of 16 in Britain were providing some informal care. Bangladeshi, Indian and Pakistani children were found to be the most likely to be carers, around 1.5% of each group.

Education

In 2003/2004, almost a third (31%) of Muslims of working age in Britain had no qualifications – the highest proportion for any religious group. 
· Nearly half (48%) of Bangladeshi women and 40% of Bangladeshi men had no qualifications. 
· Among Pakistanis, 40% of women and 28% of men had no qualifications.

In 2001/02, Bangladeshi and Pakistani groups were found to be less likely than White British people to have degrees (or equivalent). Bangladeshi/Pakistani women were the least likely of any group to have a degree with only 7% having obtained that level of education.

Faith Schooling

In January 2003 there were almost 7,000 state-maintained faith schools in England, making up 35% of primary and 17% of secondary schools. The majority of these faith schools (99%) were Christian. 
· There were 5.1 million children aged 5 to 16 in England described as Christian. State-maintained Christian schools had places for 1.7 million children in 2001, a ratio of 1:3 or 1 school place for every 3 Christian children.

· There were 33,000 Jewish school-aged children in England with 13,000 places in state-maintained Jewish schools - a ratio of 1:2.5 or 1 school place for every 2.5 Jewish children.

· There were 371,000 school-aged Muslim children in England in 2001 and four Muslim state-maintained schools in 2003, catering for around 1,000 children - a ratio of 1:371 or 1 school place for every 371 Muslim children. 
Executive Summary

· Feelings of Alienation, Discrimination & Disrespect
· Engaging Young Muslims
· Muslim Women’s Work
· Culturally Sensitive Services
· Identity, Heritage and Culture
· Learning About Islam
· Better Prospects
The aim of this project was to engage young Muslims living, working and/or studying in Merton, in order to stimulate open dialogue and explore issues by allowing them to express their feelings and views.  

In completing this study Asian Youth Alliance (AYA) spoke to over 100 young people and over 20 community and statutory stakeholders.

Young people were approached on the street, at South Wimbledon and Pollards Hill Youth Centres, at Cannons Leisure Centre and at Merton College. They were given questionnaires to fill in and interested respondents were asked to participate in focus groups and workshops. 

AYA received 67 filled questionnaires from our target group and subsequently facilitated 10 focus groups/workshops with between 2 and 5 participants.

The main findings of the questionnaire and subsequent focus groups demonstrated deep feelings of alienation, discrimination and disrespect:

· 69% stated racism, discrimination, prejudice or stereotyping as the greatest concerns facing young Muslims today.

· Young Muslims in Merton were in agreement that the Media was the single largest perpetrator of discrimination, stereotyping and propaganda against Muslims. 91% of respondents stated that the media represented Muslims inaccurately.

· 90% stated that Muslims are stereotyped.
· 55% of respondents stated they had experienced and/or witnessed an Islamaphobic incident.

· The greatest change they would like to see in politics is to stop the conflicts in Iraq and Afghanistan.

· 72% of respondents believe that there is a generational gap in the Muslim communities.

· 72% stated either their ‘community leaders’ did not represent them accurately or they did not know their community leaders.

· 88% believed that more people were converting to Islam.

· 36% either stated they were worried for themselves or worried for their family and/or others in regards to gangs.

An analysis of these findings concludes that addressing the needs of young Muslims in Merton is going to require a multi-faceted and long term approach. 

There is a strong need for the creation of a role to take responsibility for coordinating and developing provisions and methods for engaging young Muslims in Merton. 

Engaging Young Muslims:

· Sport was classed as one of the best ways of getting Muslims boys ‘off the streets’. 

· Activities and projects need to be more effectively marketed through schools, colleges, mosques and announcements at Friday prayers.

· Muslim youth workers, counsellors and mentors are needed.

· Staff and facilitators need to be people they could relate to.

Muslim Women’s Work:

· 72% of female respondents did not participate in any ‘out of school’ activities. 

· 22% stated swimming as a positive activity that ‘would get them out of the house’.

· Gender specific work needs the backing of the community. It requires relationships and trust to be built with parents, families and the community. This requires giving some ownership to the community. 

· When planning services ‘Safe places’ and ‘Safe activities’ needed to be considered to increase uptake. Accessibility & transport are concerns which need to be considered when planning projects

· Activities taking place during daylight hours could help alleviate some of the parent’s safety concerns e.g. after school clubs, weekends and school holidays.

· Activities like tuition, sewing, beauty therapy, languages and keep-fit were presented as ‘safe activities’ and a starting point from which to move forward. 
· To increase female participation, projects and activities could take place through schools, colleges or the mosques.
· A proactive approach in engaging Muslim women to take on leadership and community roles is required so as to allow them to voice their own concerns and participate in wider society.
Culturally Sensitive Services:

· Young Muslims expressed a lack of faith & culturally sensitive provisions.

· There is a reluctance to access support from the mainstream for fear of being misunderstood and thus experiencing further isolation.

· Young Muslims need somewhere to go to access advice and support which would be sensitive to their cultural backgrounds.

· Specialists are required to target the needs of young Muslims and develop insight into the day-to-day experiences of Muslim young people.

· Consideration into how schools and colleges address the increase in Islamic converts and increase in Islamaphobia is required.

Identity, Heritage and Culture:

· Young Muslims felt a strong need to contextualise their place in the world. 

· The respondents had a desire to learn more about their heritage and history and were enthusiastic for the opportunity to participate in some ethnic and culturally specific heritage projects. 

· British Islamic history and Islamic influences on British and European society could be ways of helping these young people explore, identify and develop a sense of belonging. 

Learning About Islam:

· Teaching of Islam needs to meet the intellectual and cultural capacity of its believers.
· Debates, talks and lectures were amongst the most proposed by the more practising young Muslims

· Bringing in some of the recognised names from the Islamic lecturing circuit to chair, conduct or partake in panel discussions would, they believed, draw in many Muslims young and old. 

· Promoting Arabic as a valid GCSE and A’ level language alternative was presented as being helpful to young Muslims wanting to read and understand the Quran for themselves and beneficial when travelling to any North African or Middle Eastern country for tourism or business. 

· Islamic awareness projects could easily be incorporated into already established lessons such as Religious Studies or PHSE in school or tutorials at college.

· Islamic awareness activities could also help facilitate inter-faith dialogue and discussions on the similarities and common grounds of Islam and other faiths. 
Better Prospects:

· The results revealed that a favoured career path was self-employment.
· Having a non-academic course or project that would help them develop business ideas and run small enterprises would give them a better grounding to start their own businesses.

According to the 2001 UK Census the population of the London Borough of Merton was 187,908 of which 10,899 described themselves as Muslims, thus accounting for 5.8% of the borough.

Muslim percentages per ward (Census 2001):

Abbey 6.44%

Cannon Hill 4.47%

Colliers Wood 7.81%

Cricket Green 6.39%

Dundonald 3.57%

Figge`s Marsh 7.1%

Graveney 10.73%

Hillside 3.84%

Lavender Fields 6.37%

Longthornton 7.76%

Lower Morden 2.77%

Merton Park 7.36%

Pollards Hill 4.93%

Ravensbury 6.07%

Raynes Park 3.92%

St Helier 4.55%

Trinity 4.07%

Village 3.94%

West Barnes 5.58%

Wimbledon Park 7.46

What we did
This report is the collaboration of over 100 young people, over 20 community and statutory stakeholders and a dedicated team at AYA. 

The aim of this project was to engage young Muslims living, working and studying in Merton, in order to stimulate open dialogue, explore issues and allow young Muslims to express their views and feelings.  

In the first instance facilitators handed out questionnaires and held interviews with young Muslims which included participants from the local college, youth/community groups and off the street. The purpose of this was to collect as much information as possible on this particular demographic community. From the positive responses participants who wished to be more involved were invited to take part in small focus groups. Our facilitators endeavoured to establish a safe environment for them to openly express their concerns and share their experiences, opinions and ideas. This type of approach ensured that the responses obtained from young people were more honest and open.

The focus groups explored the issues previously raised in the questionnaires whereby participants were encouraged to express their ideas and develop strategies for future development. The focus groups provided an opportunity for participants to raise and discuss the most important concerns facing them and their communities.  

There were ten focus groups in total, these were held where the young people could feel comfortable and relaxed, either on neutral ground or ‘on their turf’. Three focus groups were held at Merton College, 3 at South Wimbledon Youth Centre, 1 at Pollards Youth Centre, 1 at Nando’s, 1 at Pizza Hut, and 1 at a Cannons Leisure Centre, Mitcham. Each focus group had up to 5 participants. The larger sized groups were inevitably harder to keep focussed therefore smaller groups were organised which yielded far greater results.

At the end of the focus groups facilitators used workshop techniques to help the participants to come up with practical ideas for projects that could be put into practice. 
The research was underpinned by a large amount of face to face work to ensure that these issues, ideas and thoughts come directly from the young people.

The Participants

Of the participants that took part in the study 67 young Muslims responded with coherently filled out questionnaires. Those not included in these results were either over 30, did not class their faith as Islam; did not live, work, study or use services in the London Borough of Merton. 

Of the 67 young Muslim participants; 42 were male and 25 were female. 20 were between the age of 12 and 16, 37 between 17 and 19 years of age and 10 between the ages of 20 and 28.

The aim was to ensure that the participants reflected the diversity of young Muslims in Merton. However, although there were a significant number of female participants it proved difficult to attract an equal amount. 
Many of the female Muslims that took part in the study were met in the college environment.

Participants Age & Gender breakdown:

	ALL:
	67

	Male:
	42

	Female:
	25
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Ethnic Background
When asked an open question about their ethnicity, in the questionnaires, without the typical limited tick box answers, the young participants provided an array of answers. These included Asian, South Indian, East African and even just Black. This showed that ethnic identity was as personal as a place which the participant believed they had come from; a place they have an attachment or sense of belonging to; or an identity which they associate themselves with.  

The largest ethnic group was made up of Pakistanis at 30%, the second was Indians at 13%, followed by Bangladeshi and Somali at 7% and 6% respectively. 
Many saw themselves having hybrid ethnic backgrounds these included British Asian, Indian English and Kenyan Pakistani. 

“Muslims aren’t just Asian anymore.”

At least 10 participants (15%) did not identify themselves as having an Asian ethnicity. These respondents included Black African, Arab, Black Caribbean and mixed race individuals.
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Participants Ethnicity Breakdown:

	Pakistani
	20
	30%

	Indian
	9
	13%

	Bangladeshi
	5
	7%

	Somali
	4
	6%

	Black African
	3
	4%

	British Asian / Pakistani
	2
	3%

	Mixed Race
	2
	3%

	South Indian
	2
	3%

	Arab/mixed
	1
	1%

	Arab/Tunisian
	1
	1%

	Asian (other)
	1
	1%

	Black
	1
	1%

	British African Asian
	1
	1%

	British Pakistani
	1
	1%

	British Bangladeshi
	1
	1%

	British Indian
	1
	1%

	East African
	1
	1%

	German
	1
	1%

	Indian / Pakistani
	1
	1%

	Indian / English
	1
	1%

	Black Caribbean
	1
	1%

	Jamaican
	1
	1%

	Kenyan/Pakistani
	1
	1%

	Pakistani / Iraqi
	1
	1%

	Ugandan / Pakistani
	1
	1%

	Pakistani & Bangladeshi
	1
	1%

	Not Stated
	2
	3%


What do you want to be when you grow up? 
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The most favoured profession was in the Medicine / Health & Care category. This consisted of aspirant doctors, surgeons, dentists, nurses/midwifes, child psychologists and social workers.  In further discussions reasons given for these preferences were: wanting to help others, being part of or a valid member of the community and giving back to society.  One stated diplomacy and explained her desire to help resolve the current political climate. 

“You don’t get anywhere working for someone else.”

The second most favoured career path was self-employment or wanting to run their own business. With comments such as “they ain’t giving me a job” and “you don’t get anywhere working for someone else.” Some of the respondents made it clear that they didn’t see themselves making it to where they wanted and therefore were more inclined towards taking an entrepreneurial route. 

The focus groups stated that courses in business were not as desirable as they were too academic and did not allow them to experience real business. They positively viewed activities that would help them develop entrepreneurial ideas and opportunities to run small enterprises, especially, if it had a potential of earning them some money.

The Office of National Statistics Labour Force Survey 2004, states that Muslim men are the second most likely religious group to be self employed, approximately 1 in 5 compared with around 1 in 10 for Christians, Sikhs and people with no religion. 

The third and fourth most favoured career paths were finance and engineering respectively. From traditional professions ones that were missing were law & justice, along with journalism/TV, politics and policing. From the focus groups no young people favoured these careers and seemed to show a mistrust of these professions, in particular with politics, policing & media.

What are the greatest issues facing you today?
When asked about their personal concerns the most prominent issue was education, upcoming exams and getting into university. 

“Education, pressure for being successful”

Racism/discrimination was the second greatest personal concern for 11 (18%) respondents. 

“Stereotypical views about my appearance, conflict between my Muslim beliefs and the western society.”

The prospects of a good job and career came third, followed by trying to practise Islam properly.

“Want to wear a hijab but because of the society I'm in it’s hard”

“Living the correct Islamic lifestyle, without being influenced by the many un-Islamic things around us…”

Five young people stated struggling with their culture and identity. 

“Mixing in with society without compromising my Islamic identity”

Others stated:

“Dying - people want to mess on the streets and some gun might hit me”

“Differences in Islam”

“Not having enough ‘fun’ type of Islamic activities for young teenagers, also not having understanding highly knowledgeable Muslim scholars or teachers that can make it fun for youngsters and make them proud.”

What are the greatest issues facing you today?
	education / exams
	32
	52%

	racism / discrimination / prejudice / stereotyping
	11
	18%

	job / career
	7
	11%

	trying to practise Islam properly
	6
	10%

	Culture Vs Religion / Identity
	5
	8%

	future prospects
	3
	5%

	differences in sects of Islam
	2
	3%

	stop & search
	2
	3%

	telling my parents that I am a Muslim
	2
	3%

	money / finance
	2
	3%

	violence / gangs
	1
	2%

	Muslims defending their rights
	1
	2%

	needing 'fun' type of Islamic Activities
	1
	2%

	wanting to wear a hijab
	1
	2%

	family
	1
	2%

	being alone
	1
	2%

	being allowed out
	1
	2%

	housing
	1
	2%

	not having knowledgeable Muslim teachers / role models
	1
	2%

	diet
	1
	2%

	keeping out of trouble
	1
	2%

	pressure of trying to be successful
	1
	2%

	raising a family
	1
	2%

	getting independence
	1
	2%

	baldness
	1
	2%

	racist police
	1
	2%

	love
	1
	2%

	peoples view of me
	1
	2%


*Participants were allowed to give more than one answer.

What are the greatest concerns facing young Muslims in Merton? 
Two out of every three young persons (69%) stated racism, discrimination, prejudice or stereotyping as the greatest concerns facing young Muslims today. These results highlight the need to prioritise anti-racism and anti-discrimination work by tackling their root causes to safe guard young Muslim residents of the borough.  

“We are in an era where Muslims are being misrepresented; they are made to feel like aliens in their own countries”
“Sometimes for job interviews I take my scarf off”
“Racism, being called terrorists”
“Non-Muslims thinking that young Muslims are all extremists or could be extremists... “ 

“Having equal opportunities within education, employment; being able to express own identity”
The second greatest concern facing young Muslims in Merton, as stated by one fifth of the participants, is a crisis of identity or a clash between their cultures – descendant culture and British culture, descendant culture and Islam. Are they British, are they Asian, are they Pakistani, are they European, are they English, are they Muslim, are they Sunni? All these questions and conflicts are causing great anxiety and a feeling of not belonging.

“…loads, drugs, unsafe sex, alcohol, growing up in this society, it’s difficult not to get drawn in”
“… being accepted and appreciated for their values.”
 “I can never be British, I ain’t white.” 

“Whenever I go back to Pakistan and stuff they always ask me where I’m from and here in London they keep asking me where I’m from… I ain’t accepted anywhere I go.”

Issues of terrorism were found to be the third greatest issue facing young Muslims with 11%, followed by segregation with 7 % and drugs and media both with 5%.

“Seen as terrorists”
“Discrimination - media has given bad name to Islam.”
“Lack of understanding for Muslim beliefs and boundaries.”
Although, only two participants stated Stop & Search as a concern on the questionnaire, in focus groups, the young people had a lot more to say on the issue. Some saying that they had been stopped many times when walking down the street. Some had said that they had been ‘roughed up’, others stating that the local police were racist and that they had never seen any officers of colour. They stated that if there were more officers of ethnic backgrounds that things would be different.

“Stop & search too many times… police get violent on a daily basis… staying on the halal side… making good decisions… racist police”
Other issues stated by the young people included exam stress pressure, safety in the UK, finding jobs and the lack of role models.

What are the greatest issues/concerns facing young Muslims today?
	Racism / discrimination / prejudice / stereotyping
	42
	69%

	Culture Vs Religion / Identity
	12
	20%

	Terrorism
	7
	11%

	Segregation
	4
	7%

	Drugs
	3
	5%

	Media
	3
	5%

	Stop & Search
	2
	3%

	Miseducation / lack of education
	2
	3%

	Safety in the UK
	1
	2%

	Hijab
	1
	2%

	Different sects of Islam
	1
	2%

	Trying to practising their religion properly
	1
	2%

	Finding jobs
	1
	2%

	Foreign policy
	1
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2%

	Gangs / Bullying
	1
	2%

	Lack of Role Models
	1
	2%

	Tests
	1
	2%

	Exams
	1
	2%

	Lack of services
	1
	2%

	Girls
	1
	2%


*Participants were allowed to give more than one answer.

Politics – what would you change?
When we asked: if you were prime minister for the day what would you change? The young Muslims from Merton gave an array of answers - the top two being stop the war in Iraq/ Afghanistan and foreign policy? 
“The war in Iraq and Afghanistan.”
“Withdrawal of all armed forces in Iraq.“
Reducing taxes came in third, followed by funding services for young people.

“Lower all taxes, give teachers more money”
“Interest on loans, tax, public transport fees, university fees etc.”
“Education, getting young people of the streets, social development“
In equal fifth place of most desired changes were making laws stricter and tougher sentencing, better education, cheaper or free public transport and improving the health service.  

“Strict on crime, Better methods of crime prevention... Health”
“Give community support officers more powers. Free Uni education. Extend tram network. Free bike hire... Rehabilitate criminals.”
These were followed by endeavouring to end all wars and create world peace, eradicating poverty, creating more and better jobs and racial empowerment and equality. 

“Blacks and Asians don’t get a say; immigration; better jobs”
“I would clean up London. I would provide free electricity and water, and expand our solar power outlet.”
“Make women rule”
“Give poor people shelter; transport free for students; build more mosques with facilities”
“Create equality, justice; create unity amongst the different communities”
	Stop the War in Iraq / Afghanistan
	17

	Foreign policy
	10

	Reduce taxes
	7

	Funding / services for youth / get them off the street
	5

	Stricter laws / stricter on crime / tougher sentencing
	4

	Better / improve education
	4

	Cheaper / free public transport
	4

	More funding / improve NHS / hospitals
	4

	End all wars / world peace
	3

	Eradicate poverty
	3

	More / better job opportunities
	3

	Racial equality / empowerment
	3

	Bring back capital punishment
	2

	Corporal punishment / more discipline in schools
	2

	School holidays
	2

	Raise teachers / nurses pay
	2

	Review the benefit system / stop people sponging
	2

	Community cohesion
	2

	Society / everything
	2

	Less hazardous streets & roads
	1

	Lower driving age
	1

	Change detention law
	1

	Change Islamic image
	1

	Clean up London
	1

	Give people more of a say
	1

	Empower women
	1

	Interest on loans
	1

	Give PCSOs more powers
	1

	Promote charitable given - people and businesses
	1

	Better housing
	1

	Decrease voting age
	1

	Positive discrimination
	1

	Divorce settlements - women shouldn't get half
	1

	ESOL in college lets older generation judge us
	1

	Congestion charge
	1

	Stop discrimination against Muslims
	1

	No more propaganda
	1

	Decrease MOD budget
	1

	Violence on the streets
	1

	Make retaking exams more quickly & easily
	1

	Free utilities - water, gas, electricity
	1

	Justice
	1

	Make more 'unemployed' people work
	1

	Extend tram network
	1

	Immigration
	1

	Help poorer communities
	1

	Prison over crowding
	1

	Make media more truthful
	1

	Introduce school buses
	1

	Change fashion / media attitude towards women - sexy, thin
	1

	Expand renewable energy
	1

	Combat fake goods trade
	1

	Free bike hire
	1

	More facilities at mosques
	1

	Social development
	1

	Get rid of crooked police
	1

	Better rubbish collection
	1

	Listen to young people
	1

	University fees
	1

	Rehabilitate criminals
	1

	Subsidise public school places
	1

	Get rid of PSCOs
	1

	Better methods of crime prevention
	1


*Participants were allowed to give more than one answer.

Is there a generation gap in the Muslim community?
Almost 72% of the young people questioned believe that there is a generational gap in the Muslim communities, particularly between parents born abroad who are “holding onto” traditional cultural values and their British-born children.

9 people (13%) said “no”; 2 stated they weren’t sure; and 4 said it depended on things such as the parents understanding of the society or the families themselves.

“Yes, want girls to stay home, we want to go to work and make money”
“Yes, they don’t know what we have been through”
“Yes, mainly between the British-born children and the foreign born parents.”
“Due to TV - I think my parents do know about me”
“Yeah definitely a big gap - parents stuck in their old fashioned way of life and kids having to grow up themselves”
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Do community leaders accurately represent you?
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Ten participants (15%) answered positively, 4 (6%) said a bit or it depends, whereas 48 out of the 67 people questioned (72%) said “no”.
“No - they're about 60”
“No - every community leader has their own agenda”
“Never heard of them”
“Only interaction after something bad has happened”
“I don’t know my community leader”
“I don’t know any”
This poses the question why do young Muslims feel that they are not represented? Who is responsible for representing them? And are the current community leaders legitimate? The young people felt something needed to be done to encourage young Muslim adults to pursue careers in politics and civil engagement and for them to be giving the chance to learn more about these subjects. 
“Where are the Muslim role models?”

They also debated the need for the existing community groups to legitimately consult young people and to “stop pretending they do”; for youth and women’s organisations to be developed and given resources to flourish; and the mosques to be effectively used to harness youth opinion as well as play a role as a deliverer of youth services by appropriately qualified staff. 
They finally asked what the Council was doing to promote this; did the council and its service providers employ proportionately to its population diversity, who at the council was supposed to be in charge of making sure everyone had an equal say and why the council hadn’t pressed for it earlier.

“This is the first time that someone has asked me for my opinion”  

A clear need for capacity building was given, a desire to be provided resources, for someone to take charge and be responsible for delivering outcomes. 

Do Muslims get stereotyped?
[image: image12.png]GIRLS

No
72%




90% of the young people stated “yes” and particularly by the media and its portrayal of events involving Muslims. 4 participants gave an answer “sometimes”. No participant stated “no”. 

“Yes called terrorists”
“Yes – some people generalise all Muslims with what they see on TV”
“Yes. Being extremists, terrorists, and for females controlled.”
“Yes suicide bombers; terrorism”
“Yes, as people nowadays believe that all Muslims have the same frame of thought as the extremists”
“Yes, especially if you cover as a Muslimah everyone seems to think you’re the ‘religious one’ and you have no life. No one seems to understand.”
“Yes sometimes, people seem to think all Muslims hold extreme views on issues”
“By the media - bad images are shown”
“Yes. Those who are uneducated, unaware of different cultures and arrogant stereotype Muslims. However the media also does this.”
“Yes, because of the media especially THE SUN newspaper.”
It was evident that the young people put the blame squarely on the media and then the government, suggesting that the media was providing the propaganda for the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan. 

They stated that this had encouraged and even normalised the demonization of Islam and its followers and that ‘playground’ or language on the ‘street’ had become increasingly offensive. 

Does the media represent Muslims accurately?
91% said “no”, with 3 (5%) saying “sometimes” and no participant said “yes”. 

“No, they make us out to be fanatics, violent, torturing, uncivil human beings.”
“No - they tell a load of lies”
“No – they present us as terrorists”
“No it hates Muslims”
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“Sometimes – The media always talks about terrorism but not about the actual beliefs. Sometimes they quote things from the Quran without knowing the story behind it.” 

“On Asian channels they are but on normal channels only see Muslims in the news after they have done bad things”
“No – exaggerate, give false impression”
“NO!!! take everything out of content, misrepresent Muslims”
“No, too much stereotyping“
The young people in the focus groups stated that the media seemed to be exacerbating, even flaming tensions; making up stories and that some were following a political agenda. 

“Sometimes, mostly propaganda”
“Not really, it only shows extremists”
“Since 9/11 the media had had a completely inaccurate and stereotypical view on Muslims. Before 9/11 it was different.”
“No lot of propaganda within UK”
“No they exaggerate, they are biased; some are even racist; they don’t take responsibility on what they report”

“They are censored by MOD and government; so cannot in some cases report the whole story eg can’t show dead British officers”
Some even asked why the media had so much reign to print this much inaccurate information and expressed that they felt that this bias would not happen to any other faith or race. Some linked it to the Iraq and Afghanistan wars saying that the government allowed it to happen for propaganda reasons. 

Others stated that it was out-right racism and asked why the television, radio and newspaper standards boards were not doing anything about it. Some put forward the view it had now become normalised to demonise Muslims.

“Not fair - media should be broad minded”
“I don’t think they do, as they are very quick to cover a story where Muslims are seen in a bad light, however if a Muslim does something good or recognisable it may not be recognised and covered by the media.”
“Not really, because the media does not cover any positive happenings with Muslims or in the Muslim world except for Amir Khan winning a boxing match for example or an advertisement to buy property in Dubai.”
Have you suffered from, experienced or witnessed any Islamaphobia? 
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35 out of the 64 (52%) stated that they had experienced or witnessed some form of Islamophobia. 3 people did not give an answer, while the remaining 29 (43%) responded “no”.

“Yes – on the bus”
“Yes – name calling”
“Yes - comments from people in junior school”
“Yes - in schools”
“Yes, been called a terrorist”
“Yes recently I had a beard- was getting looks and people moving away”
“No but obviously minor stuff”
The participants stated verbal abuse and name calling as the most frequent form, some stated people looking at them funny and moving away. However, some had stated that some violent incidents had occurred.

“Yes – once punched for being Muslim”
“Me & my brother used to get attacked when we were younger, my house door was kicked in by NFs & the police didn't help.  School days were the worst.”
When explored further in the focus groups some stated that teachers did not intervene when a Muslim person had been called names. They stated that if someone had said something about another person’s colour, race or sexuality that the situation would end up very different. Words like “terrorist”, “suicide bomber”, “ninja”, “al-Qaeda” have become used to demean young Muslims and disrespecting of the Prophet Mohammed an easy way to aggravate a situation. 

“Happened to friend - some white guys said to her that the prophet is gay and that they were a ninja”
“Heard stories about people wearing hijabs getting sworn at”
“People joke with me calling me a terrorist”
“Mocking Muslims; black ninja”
“Mates - are judged coz they have beards / clothes”
“Moving away on trains”
Are more people converting to Islam?

The majority, 59 of the respondents (88%) believed that more people were converting to Islam.  2 (3%) believed the number of people converting has stayed the same, while 5 (7%) stated that they did not know. 

A majority said it was because Islam was able to provide answers; giving a path; being the true religion; and finding of the faith as the reasons to the increase in conversion.

“God guides whom he wills to the truth”
“It answers their questions about life.”
“People find an aim in life; question & investigate; media influences people to investigate Islam”
“Appeals to them; gives you a goal; something to strive for “
However, some stated fashion, attention, peer pressure and gangs. 

“For fashion, some actually believe it.”
“Fashionable, some do for real; image they want to give out”
“Some do for fashion, some because of friends, and some actually found the faith.”
“Learn truth about Islam - fit into a gang”
“Fashion - the youth, if you become Muslim they protect you”
“Individual beliefs, fashion, protection, peer pressure, popularity, attention”
It became apparent that many identified black and mixed race young people as the most likely to have converted or thinking of converting. However, some also stated it was happening in the Indian community. 

“To be different, attention; some mixed race people have”
“A lot of mixed race kids convert; coz they like the religion; fashion; to get into gangs; friends are Muslims”
One of the tones of the debate was that many non-practising Muslims were now practising and they had started looking more into their faith. 

Some suggested that it had become a symbol for rebellion. Some said it had become an identity that united people from different backgrounds. Others complained that some converts didn’t take it seriously and weren’t practising it at all. 

“Most don’t follow the faith. Picking and choosing.”
“They are not even Muslims they are pretending to be Muslims”
“For boyfriends/girlfriends – relationships”
“Some convert for marriage”
Many stated that it was a fashion and a fad and that some young people had become Muslim and had now gone back to their old faith (or no faith). However, it was ascertained that many new converts were not previously practising their prior religions.

The 2001 Census stated that 10,899 people or 5.8% of residents were Muslim. Since then there has been a large influx of Ahmadiyya Muslims attracted by the establishment in 2004 of their National headquarters in Morden, the Baitul Futuh (or Morden) Mosque.  

If the perception that more young people are converting to Islam is deemed to be true, adding with that, the increase of the Ahmadiyya community then Merton will have a far larger number of Muslims in the borough than it had in 2001. 
Are you worried about gangs?
The report wanted to uncover if gangs played a role in Merton and if young people’s everyday life was being affected. 

It is known that gangs can follow ethnic and religious lines as well as territories.
24 respondents (36%) stated either they were worried about gangs and/or at least worried for their family or the “youngsters” (not necessarily for themselves). 37 young people (55%) stated they were not worried about gangs, whilst 6 (9%) did not give an answer. 

“Yes, they kill people”
“Yes I am scared that some gang may come after me”
“Sometimes because they always gather in the streets”
“I am because I don’t want to get caught in the violence”
“Yes, target innocent people as well”
“Yes, minority’s actions affect the whole community; they feel secure in gangs, no self confidence.”
“Yes, too many youngsters are being lost to bullets and fights; the fact is they are too young to be going through that”
“Yes, I might get ruffed or beaten up.”
“Sometimes - coz there is too much violence - I hate violence”
“I am, I think my brother is in a gang - and I’m scared he'll get hurt”
“Yes, gangs equal crime.”
“Yes of course, someone got shot in my neighbourhood, shot in cross-fire”
“Yes - innocent people get involved and hurt”
“Not really, I don’t get involved”
“I personally, am not.”
“No but should be - the amount of damage they can cause you.”
“Not really - I’ve had problems with a few, part from avoiding some places, it hasn't affected me”
“No but I know how to handle them - it helps to know people”
“No maybe towards my parents”
“No - know most of them”
“Not for personal safety - but am worried about what is happening & safety of youngsters & family”
Merton does have gangs, however, many young people when talking about gangs did respond by talking about gangs rooted outside the borough.  Gang members came into the borough to go to the schools and colleges. Local gangs did have ‘turfs’ but were not seen to be ethnically divided. However, neighbouring gangs were ethnically and/or religiously divided.

Hobbies
To find out what young Muslims in Merton liked to do we simply asked about their hobbies. 

The vast majority of the answers are not dissimilar to what you would expect from any group of young people in Britain. This suggests that young Muslims are more alike their other British counterparts than is often portrayed. 

The most favoured hobby was football with 22 young people, followed by reading with 15 and music with 12. Sports and socialising/going out came next with 10 participants each. 

Football was mostly stated by the boys and that differentiation between sports, football, cricket etc was not attained as some answered sports which may have included football or cricket etc. 
Hobbies

	Football
	22

	reading
	15

	music
	12

	Sports
	10

	socialising / going out
	10

	cricket
	8

	shopping
	8

	electronic games
	7

	games
	6

	movies / cinema / TV
	6

	gym
	6

	religion / philosophy
	5

	pool / snooker
	5

	relaxing / chilling
	4

	swimming
	4

	computer / internet
	4

	cycling
	3

	chatting / debating
	3

	martial arts / kick boxing
	3

	boxing
	3

	travelling
	3

	art
	3

	cooking
	2

	phone / texting
	2

	badminton
	2

	dance
	2

	sleeping
	2

	something different
	2

	singing
	1

	rugby
	1

	driving
	1

	Golf
	1

	shisha
	1

	basketball
	1

	science
	1

	squash
	1

	table tennis
	1

	rowing
	1

	netball
	1

	writing
	1

	cars
	1

	charitable help / volunteering
	1

	poetry
	1

	jogging
	1


*Participants were allowed to give more than one answer.

What activities would get you out of the house? 
The most popular response was going on trips to interesting places, stated by 13 respondents, with football and sports following with 12 and 10 respectively.

9 participants stated religious learning, 8 adventure sports, 8 pool and 6 stated swimming. 
In focus groups the importance of cricket in the Indian sub-continent was raised. As it is familiar with the older generation it would be more likely supported by the community. 
One of the non conventional responses was the desire to learn more about religion and philosophy. This opened up debates into heritage, culture and history. These young Muslims had a huge appetite for knowledge into their origins and the history of their descending cultures.  

Heritage projects can be a very effective way of bringing different generations together. The focus groups showed interest in the idea of working with Muslim community elders to learn more about their shared heritage. 

For the girls, the focus groups stated activities such as: academic tuition, sewing, beauty therapy, keep-fit, Arabic and mother tongue classes and helping at crèche facilities were highlighted as activities that were seen as more acceptable to the family and community. 

“More activities like kickboxing, arts and crafts, maybe some type of beautician lessons etc.”

When pursued, electronic games and tournaments came out as one of the most desired activities wanted to be seen in youth clubs, along with the traditional pool table. Gym facilities, outdoor areas, multimedia studios and a place to just ‘chill’ were also stated. 
The young people identified a need for well managed facilities, run by appropriately qualified and passionate staff that the users could identify with.  Some of the young people stated that when they had seen impressive new equipment or facilities no one was using it, querying who the facilities were actually for. 
The young people also stated that the best facilities, in particular, gym and leisure facilities were private ones and were out their reach due to the costs. 
Another point made was that some schools and colleges had great facilities but closed them after class time and were closed to the general public.  This in their opinion was an underutilisation of resources and inevitably resulted in duplication of facilities.
The greatest desire for these young people were trips and “adventures.” High up on their wish list was an opportunity to go overseas. This suggests that out-of-centre work should also be part of a holistic approach to youth work. 
What activities would get you out of the house? 

	going places / trips
	13

	football
	12

	sports
	10

	religious learning / knowledge
	9

	active sports
	8

	pool / snooker
	7

	swimming
	6

	martial arts / self defence
	4

	making new friends
	4

	electronic games
	4

	gym
	4

	fun stuff
	3

	cricket
	3

	badminton
	3

	media
	3

	boxing
	3

	art / creative stuff
	3

	climbing / abseiling
	3

	music
	3

	water sports
	2

	achieve skills
	2

	tennis
	2

	cinema
	1

	sewing
	1

	drama
	1

	community work
	1

	computers
	1

	yoga
	1

	fund raising
	1

	debates
	1

	ice stating
	1

	aerobics
	1

	medicine / first aid
	1

	place to chill out
	1

	massage
	1

	games
	1


*Participants were allowed to give more than one answer.

What services should be provided?
The top response was games/sports/activities, followed by places to go and female only activities.

“Female swimming, anything”
“Gym for women, swimming, common room…”
“More leisure facilities; cultural & historical activities; training for getting into business”
There was a concern amongst the participants that culturally specific support was needed, these include how to handle family pressure to get married young or to someone from abroad and gaining independence from parents. Along with this the importance of impartial counselling and drug and alcohol advice was raised. 

“Drugs, alcohol issues - support, culturally specific”
“Family help - places where young people can talk, guidance for issues eg; drugs, alcohol”
“Advice services - education, advice services, domestic violence services; elder Muslims for children out of control”
The young people stated that Islamic lessons should be more than just recitation but include history, philosophy, art/design, sciences, etc. There should be places for new converts to access learning.

“Islamic Youth Club, Islamic Educational Centre's”
“Discussing religious debates and Islamic topics / current issues...”
“Islamic schools; services for converted Muslims”
Organised debates on current affairs were another request. Some participants stated that discussions on current affairs and politics were being suppressed as no one wanted to be labelled an ‘extremist’ or ‘anti-west’. 

“As a British citizen I don’t want my country to go to war, why as a Muslim can’t I air these views?” 

“Why is it that when we discuss the government’s double standards on trade or lack of intervention in Palestine – where people are dying every day, we are classed as fanatics?”

One particular focus group turned into a debate on assimilation, foreign policy and Palestine and Israel. 

The participants recognised the need for more role models and mentors that could help guide them in their faith. They wanted these people to be approachable, street wise and more importantly confidantes, so that personal conversations would not get back to the family. 

“Hotline for young Muslims; impartial third person; place you can go chat; a forum”
“Face to face; helpline; someone to talk to in rough times; someone to guide people to right path”
“How to deal with accusations from non-Muslims.”
Youth clubs had a stigma of being ‘for them’. The young people asked why youth workers could not work out of the Mosques providing team building activities, games, debates, counselling and female only activities. The Mosque is seen by the community as a safe place and therefore girls will be more readily allowed to attend. 

“After school activities set up by the mosque”
What services should be provided?
	activities /rtspo/ games
	15

	somewhere they can go / cespla
	8

	female only activities
	8

	culturally specific support / advice
	7

	islamic classes (free)
	7

	youth clubs
	6

	religious debates / debates
	6

	trips
	5

	mentor / impartial 3rd person
	5

	advice and support services / counselling
	4

	more awareness of Islam
	3

	support for drugs / alcohol
	3

	a 'safe' place
	3

	swimming
	3

	something / anything
	2

	hotline for young muslims
	2

	islamic school
	2

	social events / cultural activities
	2

	A place for learning and socialising
	1

	education of religions at college
	1

	lectures / siminars
	1

	how to deal with accusations / prejudice
	1

	mosque in pollards hill
	1

	after school activities
	1

	shisha places
	1

	family help / support
	1

	help to get into activities
	1

	leisure facilities
	1

	grant for further education
	1

	martial arts
	1

	facilities for men AND women
	1

	islamic educational centre
	1

	services for converted muslims
	1

	pool
	1

	dance
	1

	water sports
	1

	gym
	1

	halal food at college
	1

	arts & crafts
	1

	more prayer facilities
	1

	adventure sports
	1

	business training
	1

	beautician training
	1

	prayer facilities in local libraries
	1

	more muslim youth workers
	1

	common room
	1

	inter faith work
	1

	sisters section
	1

	a forum
	1


*Participants were allowed to give more than one answer. 

Do you attend any out of school activities?
Many stakeholders said that one of the hardest to reach groups were young female Muslims. This is reflected in the research as 72%, nearly 3 in every 4 young females did not attend any extra-curricular activities compared to 46% of males.

When investigated further why young Muslim girls were not attending extra-curricular activities they stated:

“Mum don’t let me…”

“Because there may be boys there” 

“Not allowed”

“Don’t know any”

This highlights that working with young Muslim girls requires developing gender specific activities, as well as, building relationships of trust with the families. In order to achieve this, the community needs to have some type of ownership of the projects and activities need to take place where the family knows it is safe for the female members of the community to go. ‘Safe places’ for these activities were seen as schools, colleges, libraries and mosques.



Muslim Girl’s Work 
The most popular hobbies for the girls were listening to music, reading, shopping, socialising/going out, watching movies, swimming, relaxing and computer/ internet. 

Five young girls stated either computer/internet or phone/texting as a favoured pass time. The same girls also stated that they were rarely allowed out without their families therefore their only means of communication with friends outside of school hours was via internet, messaging and social network sites or by phone and text.  

“The strict (Pakistani) Muslims won’t allow their children to go out. If it was on Saturday morning or afternoon then that would be the best time for them to be allowed out.“
Girls Hobbies

	MUSIC
	9
	38%

	READING
	8
	33%

	SHOPPING
	7
	29%

	SOCIALISING / GOING OUT
	5
	21%

	MOVIES / CINEMA / TV
	3
	13%

	SWIMMING
	3
	13%

	RELAXING / CHILLING
	3
	13%

	COMPUTER / INTERNET
	3
	13%

	CHATTING / DEBATING
	2
	8%

	GYM
	2
	8%

	TRAVELLING
	2
	8%

	COOKING
	2
	8%

	PHONE / TEXTING
	2
	8%

	DANCING
	2
	8%

	ART
	2
	8%

	SINGING
	1
	4%

	DRIVING
	1
	4%

	FOOTBALL
	1
	4%

	BASKETBALL
	1
	4%

	NETBALL
	1
	4%

	SPORTS
	1
	4%

	BOXING
	1
	4%

	SLEEPING
	1
	4%

	SOMETHING DIFFERENT
	1
	4%

	HELP / VOLUNTEERING
	1
	4%


*Participants were allowed to give more than one answer.
When asked what activities would get them out of their houses the majority favoured swimming with just over 1 in every 5 young Muslim girl. This was followed in second place by excursion and day trips. Attending the gym, active sports, religious learning, martial arts/self defence and badminton came equal third

Some of the more uncommon activities but could be easily provided were massage, yoga and sewing classes.

Some girls simply asked for “a place to chill out”, somewhere where they could “make new friends”’ and one said “‘anything fun”.

What would get Muslim girls out of the house?

	swimming
	5
	22%

	going places / trips
	4
	17%

	badminton
	3
	13%

	martial arts / self defence
	3
	13%

	religious learning / knowledge
	3
	13%

	active sports
	3
	13%

	gym
	3
	13%

	fun stuff
	2
	9%

	sports
	2
	9%

	art / creative stuff
	2
	9%

	cinema
	1
	4%

	water sports
	1
	4%

	achieve skills
	1
	4%

	sewing
	1
	4%

	making new friends
	1
	4%

	football
	1
	4%

	media
	1
	4%

	climbing / abseiling
	1
	4%

	yoga
	1
	4%

	tennis
	1
	4%

	ice skating
	1
	4%

	aerobics
	1
	4%

	boxing
	1
	4%

	place to chill out
	1
	4%

	massage
	1
	4%

	running
	1
	4%


*Participants were allowed to give more than one answer.
What is the best way for getting information to you? 

Sometimes services do not reach their target audience therefore careful consideration needs to be given to how the target audience is going to be informed about them. 
The majority of respondents felt that getting information face to face or from their peers was the best way of informing them of services. 

“When I’m personally told”
“Talking to me”
“Networking; tell some young people & tell them to tell their friends; word of mouth”
Meeting them where they felt most comfortable, such as at school, college, the mosque and other places where they ‘hang out’ was the best way of getting a good response. 

“Newsletter to schools, advertisement in local newspapers, flyers in mosques”
“Announcement at the local mosque, email, phone etc”
“College, speak to students”
“Word of mouth, mosques, youth committees”
“Schools, youth clubs, football clubs, where young people hang out; word of mouth”
These young people were media and technologically savvy and stated emails, online publicity, telephone & texting, TV/radio and the use of social networking sites like bebo, facebook and myspace as good means of communication.

“Through schools & colleges; specific media - radio, facebook, msn, bebo word of mouth, networks, young people telling others gives something credibility”
“Phone via text”
Some suggested making use of Friday prayers which are the busiest times for the mosques, where youth workers could meet with young people or disseminate information. Also, a request being made to the mosque leader or Imam to announce and endorse an activity would encourage the community to participate.  

Conclusion
The Context
Youth is a transitional phase from childhood to adulthood and is an emotional time for any young person. For young British Muslims it is increasingly so, due to their experience of two different and often conflicting sets of values, beliefs and attitudes.  This is exacerbated by the fact that they are part of some of the most impoverished and marginalised communities in Britain.  

These young people have spent a significant part of their conscious lives growing up in a post 9/11 era. In a world which is at war with ‘terror’, where there seems to be an imminent clash of civilisations, a fight for democracy and struggle to defend a ‘free’ world. However, for many young Muslims this ‘fight’ seems only to be happening in Muslim countries. The increase in rhetoric towards Muslim countries in the post 9/11 era has had an effect on the general conscience and in Britain young Muslims have had to take the brunt of the foreign policy consequences. It is in this context that the situation of young British Muslims needs to be understood as this will have had an effect on their development into young adults

Emotional Turmoil
Young Muslims are feeling that their emotional and psychological well-being is being tested every day. From a society that is increasingly questioning where their loyalties lie, whether with their religion or with the state? The young Muslims respondents believed this was not being asked of any other faith.

Whilst the so called ‘war on terror’ may be taking place in Iraq and Afghanistan and possibly soon in Pakistan and Iran. Young Muslims in Merton felt that they were being intellectually ambushed through an onslaught of misreporting and propaganda and that the older generation were not sufficiently rebuking false statements or responding effectively in media debates.

“I get so frustrated that I’m left shouting at the TV.”

Young Muslims are Invisible 
Despite the glare of the media and public interest about young Muslims, they are still effectively ‘invisible’. 

“When was the last time you saw a young Muslim on the television that wasn’t being investigated or tried for a being a terrorist”

“I only see Muslim people in News programs” 

The lack of opportunity and power to represent themselves and contest the negative stereotypes and images, has lead to a feeling of frustration, alienation, lack of trust and an increase in resentment. 

“I hear from various communities old and young but to me Muslim young people don’t exist. I don’t see them at meetings, at conferences or community events.” 

Religious Discrimination 
In recent times people that have been affected by religious discrimination have relied on racial equality laws for protection. 

Once the ‘religion question’ was re-introduced in the 2001 UK Census a huge elephant seemed to have appeared in the room. It revealed that the Muslim community in Britain was the least educated, the least healthy, and the least likely to own their own homes, the most likely to have a disability, have a low skilled job or be unemployed.  

The police are charged with the responsibility to protect the public from terrorist attacks. However, when asked how many Muslims they have stopped and searched or how many crimes were committed by Muslims they cannot give you this information because they are not required to ask. 

“We have no issues with young Muslims as we do not / cannot identify young Muslims. We can only note ethnic background as prescribed.”  

However, we can see that prisons are disproportionately filled with young Muslim men.

Many public services still do not ask the ‘religion question’ and as the ethnic background question has helped to prevent racial inequality through monitoring, it may be the case that the ‘religion question’ could do the same to highlight and prevent religious discrimination. 

“…should be Halal food in college, have complained but they don’t listen”

“Local prayer facilities, especially in the library… where they don’t allow you to pray.”
Engagement
What emerges from this research is that addressing the needs of young Muslims in Merton is going to require a multi-faceted approach. There is a huge amount of ground to be covered and continuous dialogue with young Muslims is central.

Meaningful interactions need to take place between the young people and people of power: in the Muslim communities, the wider society and in public life. It is important that this takes place to prevent these young people continuing to feel marginalised from wider society, as well as, disenfranchised from their own communities.

Overriding feelings of alienation and discrimination were identified and to truly make a positive impact on the lives of these young people, these cannot continue to be ignored. 
In order for Muslims to engage fully in society, there needs to be a recognition of their faith and cultural boundaries. This means engaging with the Muslim community to delivery affective solutions.

The consequences of failing to co-ordinate services effectively means that communities are unable to identify with public institutions and understand processes and are therefore excluded further thus affecting the process of integration. 

The young Muslims were in agreement with the opinion that Muslims in the media are portrayed in a one-dimensional image.  It is important to try and address this on a local level, to show and celebrate the diversities and complexities of Muslims in Merton. A look into how schools and colleges are dealing with increased Islamic converts and possibly increases in Islamophobia should be considered. 

The barriers that obstruct participation need to be addressed sensitively and with involvement from the Muslim communities about how this can be remedied. This means speaking to all sections of the Muslim community including women and young people. These issues will only be resolved through open and honest dialogue and interaction. 

Muslim Women’s and Girl’s Work
The research revealed there is a need to engage Muslim women much more proactively, to be supported and enabled to take on leadership roles, as well as being more active in their communities and civic society. 
“Muslim women need to stand side by side to the men and not 2 steps behind.”

“There needs to be more groups for women.” 
A bone of contention amongst the focus groups was the negative stereotypes and perception held about Muslim women. Work needs to be done to challenge these stereotypes. 

It was noted that Muslim girls were conservatively allowed out of the home environment and that any services or projects would need the parent’s approval. Therefore engagement and relationship building with parents will be a crucial part of delivering successful projects.

Swimming was an activity which many of the female participants wanted to take part in, however there was a lack of female only sessions for them to be able to attend. A few respondents travelled outside of the borough to access swimming, however for the remainder this was not an option. Swimming for girls can be easily provided with a little bit of forward planning. Young women complained that when there had been women only swimming sessions at local swimming pools, there had been male lifeguards or that men were able to see in through glass partitions which defeats the purpose of providing the activity. A single gender environment is crucial.

The Muslims girls also wanted ‘safe places’ to meet where they could ‘hang out’ and ‘chill’ with their friends and make new ones. Safe places could include colleges, libraries, schools and mosques, which were seen as more approving places by parents. Thought needed to be given to transportation. Pick up/drop off services, public transport connections, car parking, and lighting when dark were all put forward as items for consideration. 

The more liberal Muslim girls put forward many activities that they would be interested in taking part in, however, the more conservative girls stated that even in a single gender environment their families may still not approve. Educational and learning activities were seen as more acceptable and likely to win over the parent’s consent. These ‘safe activities’ included Arabic or mother tongue classes, academic tutoring, sewing and beauty therapy and also seen as door openers to other activities. 

If the proposed activities did not take place within school or college times then they would preferably take place when there is still daylight, probably on a weekend. 

Muslim Boy’s Work
Sport was classed as one of the best ways of getting Muslim boys ‘off the streets’. The most desired were football, pool and cricket. The South Asian connection with cricket could be used to stimulate interest. Other activities like martial arts, attending the gym and active sports were viewed as positive activities.   

A focus group suggested a non formal place where people could just relax, play electronic games, chat with friends. A non imposing building like a house could be used as a place from where services and signposting could be provided.  

It was also revealed that boys would more likely attend organised activities such as youth centre activities but introduction to those facilities was necessary to eliminate pre-conceptions and help familiarise them with the establishment. 

When informed that some youth centres in Merton had gyms, music studios, dance studios, computer rooms and multimedia suites many participants showed surprise. When explained that additional facilities could be added with active pressure by its users this stimulated an array of ideas. 

Identity, Culture, Heritage, History and Belonging
Experiences and perceptions of identity are central to many of the themes covered in this report and the discussions which took place during the focus groups. We found a strong desire amongst many of the participants to contextualise their own place in the world.

There was a need for the acknowledgment of Muslim achievements and a rediscovery of its lost history. Britain and Europe have historic ties with Islam - in the sub-continent of India, Persia, Arabia and North and West Africa and closer to home with the civilisations of the Moors in Spain and the Ottoman Empire. Both of these civilisations have heavily influenced the present day Europe.

Finding out more about Muslim migrations to the UK, the demography and history of Muslims in Merton, British Islamic history and Islamic influences on British and European society could be ways of helping these young people explore, identify and develop a sense of belonging. 

A defined sense of identity was highlighted as extremely significant to most participants. A need to devise methods in which their identity, culture, heritage and history can be explored is vital to establishing a sense of belonging. These could be achieved through activities, workshops, discussions, and heritage/ research projects.

As Muslims develop greater self esteem and knowledge of their own identity, they will be better placed to reach out to other communities to educate, inform and improve wider understanding. 

Islamic Lessons & Learning
A significant proportion of Islam is taught informally in the home by the family, with formal teachings being provided by mosques or Islamic centres. Islamic teachers have traditionally been imported from the same towns and villages that the first generation Muslims came from.  However, the difference in cultures, identity and language of the young British Muslims and the ‘old school’, ‘village’ imams and mullahs has helped to fuel a huge generational gap. This has left some Muslims feeling disengaged and with a lot of unanswered questions.

The teaching of Islam needs to meet the intellectual and cultural capacity of the ‘next generation’ of believers. These young Muslims not only wanted to learn about their religion through traditional means but wanted to know more about its philosophy, history and culture.

From our focus groups it emerged that young people wanted more information about Islam’s positive contribution to civilisation instead of always hearing of its negative associations. Areas they wanted to know more about included science, philosophy, architecture and the arts.

One way of achieving this is developing projects to involve young people in researching these specific fields and putting together information packs, schools manuals and exhibitory material for both Muslims and non-Muslims.

Islamic awareness projects could easily be incorporated into already establish lessons in the mosques or part of Religious Studies or PHSC in schools. These could be structured to coincide with Islamic Awareness Week or the Islam Expo which are recognised educators and promoters of Muslim culture and its shared values.

The young people also identified a need for better Arabic lessons, stating that the old ‘parrot fashion’ way of learning was not stimulating. They wanted to know what they were reading and understand what it meant. This can be addressed by providing accredited Arabic lessons like GCSE and A’ level language courses in schools and colleges. Knowledge of Arabic would be beneficial if they travelled to any of the countries in North African or the Middle East – Dubai, Egypt and Morocco seen as favoured tourist destinations. This would also be seen as a plus career wise considering the increase in business activity with the Middle East.
Debates
Debates, talks and lectures were amongst the most popular proposals by the more practising young Muslims. This group showed interest in expanding their Islamic knowledge and discussing the philosophies on the religion.  

Bringing in some of the recognised names from the Islamic lecturing circuit to chair, conduct or partake in panel discussions would, they believed, draw in many Muslims young and old. 

The talks did not have to be about how to practise Islam but could be on wider issues and current affairs. 

These could also provide a forum for inter-faith dialogue to discuss the similarities and common grounds with other faiths.  The organisation, the City Circle has found much success in this type of approach.

Business Skills / Entrepreneurial Training
In emerged that a lot of young Muslims were already seeing the entrepreneurial route as a viable career decision.  Many saw established business related courses as just another academic course and that they did not teach real world enterprise skills or test business acumen. 

The respondents wanted to experience practical ‘on the job’ style training to understand what it was like to develop an idea, run a business and get financially rewarded if it is successful.

A project that allows all young people to really experience business and enterprise could be developed in Merton using similar enterprise training models as the Princes Trust or Young Enterprise. However this project would need to be accessible to all, have a longer term commitment, a risk and reward element and most importantly have a ‘learn by doing’ ethos. 

Activities like those seen on the BBC’s Apprentice were viewed as a great way of developing business skills and confidence. 

Culturally Specific Advice & Support
Youth service provision is consistently failing young Muslims as the majority are not participating in the mainstream activities. These services are not sufficiently targeted at them and many are not tailored to deal with their boundaries. Therefore, alongside mainstream provision, culturally-specific youth provision needs to target these disengaged, marginalised young people, so that their personal and social development is also a priority. 

In the provision of services for young people, there are few, if any mainstream and statutory agencies that are able to provide faith and culturally sensitive support to Muslim youth and the young people we spoke to were aware of this deficiency. 

In order to encourage young people to participate and contribute to wider society and public life, they must first be able to identify with these institutions. These service providers must meet the needs of all users by promoting diversity in their provision. 

Young people also stated that there was nowhere for them to go to access advice and support that was sensitive to their cultural background. Some felt there were issues that young Muslims have that mainstream support would not know how to address. Some young people felt there would be a lack of understanding of their problems, others had had or knew of someone that had had negative experiences in seeking support. This has resulted in a reluctance to access support from mainstream channels for fear of being misunderstood and thus experiencing further isolation. 
The voluntary and community sector would benefit from building capacity to address working with young Muslims on social isolation, being healthy, cultural conflict, bereavement, personal safety, forced marriages. Whilst developing culturally sensitive ways of providing advice and guidance on issues such as discrimination, bullying, cultural heritage, employment, education, relationships, sexuality and substance misuse. These will require input from Islamic scholars to identify how these can be approached in a culturally respectful way.  

The most vulnerable groups within the Muslim community were seen as: the young girls with family pressures; new converts looking for acceptance; and young boys who could easily be influenced by gang culture.

Positive young community champions enlisted from the Muslims communities and trained as youth workers, counsellors and peer mentors would help to support and signpost vulnerable young Muslims to culturally sensitive support services.
This should be backed up with wide spread staff training to enable all levels of council workers to engage with the Muslim community with basic cultural understanding.

Cultural Differences or Cultural Similarities?
The diversity of Muslims in Merton is large and increasing. Whether Sunni, Ahmadiyyan or Shia; devout, convert or non-practising; Somali, Pakistani, Caribbean or English. Working on joint projects would help bring the various mosques and their congregations together. Co-ordinated dialogue between the different Muslim communities would enable them to develop ways of working together on common goals. 

Young Muslims have multiple identities, in the case of this study, one major identity was having South Asian heritage. One way of encouraging integration with other cultures at grassroots level is to work with people of similar ethnic backgrounds. For example, young Muslims along with other Asian counterparts are establishing a ‘British Asian’ culture, thus a platform to explore identities and cultures and increase integration with their South Asian counterparts. 
Making a Real Change
Often in the development of community relations, a gate-keeper mentality can develop which results in people at the grassroots not having their voices heard. In some cases the ‘Biraderi’ or clan system has played a negative role in civil engagement. 
Many of the participants were dubious about any positive results or changes happening in Merton as a result of this research. Some felt that they might be being paid lip service and were sceptical about service providers actually delivering services that they needed.
There was open criticism of the lack of young people being consulted about issues, they felt that government only spoke to older Muslims and ‘didn’t have a clue’ about what the younger generation was feeling on the ground.

This criticism was not just levied at the government but also at those who ‘claim’ to represent them. There was an almost unanimous opinion that ‘community leaders’ did not represent young Muslims in Merton. It is imperative then that if we are to reach out to these young people and enable them to engage cohesively in both their community and civic society, that there is a follow through and a long term commitment from the council. 

Recommendations

· Someone Responsible
· The Need for Engagement
· Ensuring Equality and Tackling Discrimination
· Islamic Awareness Training 

· Muslim Youth Work

· Muslim Girls work

· Muslim Women’s Work

· Identity, History and Knowledge

· Entrepreneurial Training

Someone Responsible
One of the most important recommendations of this report is that their needs to be a person responsible for developing work with young Muslims and for Muslim youth engagement. This role should have access to senior level decision makers in the public, private and community sectors and play a key role in developing and delivering projects, meeting key targets, and building links within the various Muslims communities.

A suitable person would be someone with a proven record of working with young people, have an insight into the realities experienced by young Muslims, as well as inter-agency and multi-partner project development. 

The Need for Engagement
Addressing the needs of young Muslims in Merton is going to require a multi-faceted and long term approach to be successful. It is necessary for meaningful interactions to take place between these young people and the people with the power to make key decisions.

To facilitate this there needs to be:

· Open and honest dialogue and interaction.
· Discussions with all sections of the Muslim community including women and young people. 

· Engagement with the Muslim community in the delivery of services.
· Promoting, celebrating and educating people about diversities and complexities of Muslims in Merton. 

· Engagement with the schools and colleges with regards to possible increases in Islamophobia and Islamic converts. 

Ensuring Equality and Tackling Discrimination
The vast majority were of the opinion that ‘community leaders’ did not represent them. 
When commissioning work, funding projects or agreeing Service Level Agreements caveats could be placed whereby a minimum percentage, say 50%, of the workers or steering group/advisors must be female and/or under 25. Also preference given to young person and women led projects would similarly ensure that these under represented community members are placed centre stage. 
All public services should be required to produce policy documents detailing how they are and will tackle religious discrimination/Islamophobia. 

Islamic Awareness Training 

Wide spread staff training is required to enable service providers to work effectively with young Muslims. An ‘Introduction to Islam’ course would focus on key service providers, teachers, police, social workers, youth workers and increase awareness of young Muslims issues, challenge stereotypes and promote cultural sensitivity.
Islamic awareness projects could be incorporated into Religious Studies or PHSC in schools and structured to coincide with Islamic Awareness Week, the Islam Expo or black history month.  

Muslim Youth Work

Setting up boys and girls clubs at mosques, Islamic centres, schools and colleges is needed to access young Muslims. From these initial groups discussion groups, forums, and steering groups could be formed to help develop other projects.  The young people should be encouraged to participate in youth work, peer mentoring and community advocate development schemes.

Mosques will need various resources to build their capacity for working with young people outside of their traditional activities. Monetary resources as well as training and additional staff are key to developing this strategy. 

Alongside this more mainstream projects are needed for the less-practising young Muslims. These could fit into already established facilities like leisure centres, youth clubs, community centres and schools and colleges but with a culturally specific approach. 

Where community groups are already providing good services to young people these need to be supported and expanded to enable them to grow and proliferate best practises.  This will require capacity building, access to funds and introductions to wider networks.  

Culturally sensitive support services are required so that young Muslims can access advice and support. This would require the employment of Muslim counsellors and enlisting young community champions to be trained as youth workers, counsellors, peer mentors and be able to signpost vulnerable young Muslims to support services.

Muslim Girl’s work

For Muslim Girl’s work to succeed, relationships and trust needs to be built with parents, families and the Muslim community. It should be accessed through schools, colleges and mosques. It is crucial to provide a safe single gender environment with staff that the parents can relate to and trust. Initially activities could include Arabic, mother-tongue classes, beauty courses and traditional home economics style sessions. Gradually these sessions could start to include discussions, keep-fit, self-defence and evolve and expand with the participants needs. 

Borough-wide single gender swimming, gym and leisure activities would assist not only this group but a wider group of females to access fitness and leisure facilities.

Muslim Women’s Work

There needs to be more groups for women and a proactive approach in engaging Muslim women to take on leadership and community roles. As this has not organically occurred in Merton’s Muslim community, then support needs to be given to groups working with and run by Muslim women to build their capacity, skills & confidence. A crucial challenge is to empower Muslim women to engage more in their communities and wider society.

Identity, History and Knowledge

There is a need to commission work where young Muslims can express and develop their views on issues of identity. This could be achieved through projects encompassing heritage, migration, science, architecture and the arts and involve young people in researching and putting together information packs and exhibitory material for both Muslim and non-Muslim.

Debates and talks were amongst the most popular activities proposed by the more religiously active young Muslims. A project incorporating study circles, forums and talks would not only help young people develop a better understanding of Islam but help to build links within the community amongst Imams, elders and young people.
Entrepreneurial Training

Muslims are some of the most likely to go into self-employment and many young Muslims see this as a valid career path. A project that would allow young people to really experience business and enterprise is demanded. The project should be accessible to all, have a long term commitment, a risk and reward element and most importantly having a ‘learn by doing’ ethos. 

Ideas and activities employed by the BBC’s The Apprentice demonstrate how business skills can be learnt through tasks and could be utilities to great effect in a simple local project.  

There must be a clear path as to how a young person learns and develops entrepreneurial skills and how they eventually start earning money.  Assisting young people to set up small social enterprises would be able to achieve this.  
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