
Executive Summary

The People’s Review
of Prevent in Numbers

In the year 2017-18 just 394 (5%) individuals 
out of a total of 7,318 were judged appropriate 
for Channel (the government’s de-radicalisation 
programme).

300 cases assessed by Prevent Watch involved 
children under the age of 18.

In one extraordinary case a Prevent officer and 
social worker sought to interview a mother who 
had not yet given birth because they feared her 
soon-to-be-born child was at risk of radicalisation 
by the absent father.

The People’s Review of Prevent (PROP) report 
draws on 596 cases submitted to Prevent Watch 
between October 2014 to December 2021, those 
submitted directly to the People’s Review of 
Prevent, and those reported in other reports.

More than half of these were of primary school 
age or younger (i.e. under 11 years of age). 

The youngest referral was of a four-year-old.
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Most cases came from the education sector.

Over 100 cases were referred to Prevent citing 
“increased religiosity” as a major factor.

The police instigated 101 of the referrals studied 
by the Review. The majority of these cases did 
not meet the threshold to warrant anything other 
than a voluntary intervention under a Section 17 
assessment under the Children’s Act 1989.

On Prevent referrals, the Review found that: 

In 78 cases, those involved reported feeling 
coerced into engaging with the Prevent 
programme.

In 29 cases there was a direct impact on 
employment, including the loss of jobs.

A few measures of the impact of being referred 
under Prevent:

All of the cases the Review studied were from within 
England and Wales. 70% of the total cases were 
from within Greater London with the remaining 
cases mainly spread across the North West of 
England and the East and West Midlands regions.

Authors of the PROP report received an FoI request 
response from the Home Office identifying 44 
Prevent Priority Areas. Based on the 2011 census 
for England and Wales, an estimated 73% of 
Muslims live in a Prevent Priority Area, compared 
to 31.5% of the population as a whole.
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Why is there a People’s 
Review of Prevent?

What is Prevent? 

Prevent is one of the four component parts of the government’s counter-terrorism strategy, CONTEST, 
which aims to stop people from being drawn into terrorism. Prevent is directed at beliefs that are labelled 
‘extremist’, but which are perfectly legal.

What is the People’s Review of Prevent, 
and why does it exist?

The People’s Review of Prevent is an alternative 
to the review conducted for the government by 
William Shawcross.
 
Prior to his appointment, Shawcross has aired 
anti-Muslim views and dismissed criticisms of 
Prevent, resulting in his review being boycotted 
by hundreds of organisations and individuals, from 
Muslim community groups to human rights groups. 

The authors of the People’s Review have worked 
to provide a voice to those most impacted by 
Prevent.
 
The report reviews the evidence about the 
operation of Prevent and identifies the harm that it 
causes to individuals and communities. 

The People’s Review shows that Prevent is 
discriminatory in its impact on Muslim communities. 
It is directed primarily at children and young people 
who make up around half of all referrals. This 
includes children at nursery and primary schools.

What are the key findings of
the People’s Review of Prevent?

Prevent does not prevent terrorism, it is ineffective, 
unworkable and its “pre-crime” focus is a waste of 
valuable resources.
 
The programme represents a slide into 
authoritarianism and curtails human rights and civil 
liberties.
 
Prevent traumatises innocent people, especially 
children and their families, particularly those 
from Muslim communities who are treated with 
unwarranted suspicion.
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Who authored the People’s Review’s authors?

Dr Layla Aitlhadj

Director and Senior Caseworker at Prevent Watch.

Professor John Holmwood

Professor Emeritus in the School of Sociology 
and Social Policy at the University of Nottingham.

The authors of forewords to the People’s Review are:

Professor Conor Gearty  

FBA, QC (Hon), Professor of Human Rights Law 
and Director of its Centre for the Study of Human 
Rights and Institute of Public Affairs at the London 
School of Economics (LSE).

Professor Fionnuala Ni Aolain

United Nations Special Rapporteur on the Protection 
and Promotion of Human Rights and Fundamental 
Freedoms while Countering Terrorism.

The co-authors of the People’s Review are:
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What does the People’s
Review want to see happen?

The government to withdraw its Prevent strategy on 
the grounds that it is ineffective, disproportionate 
and discriminatory.

For practitioners caught up in the Prevent 
Duty, such as community groups, trade unions, 
professional associations, and civil society groups, 
along with political actors to demand that Prevent 
be withdrawn.

Who’s endorsed 
the People’s Review?

Supporting organisations include Amnesty 
International and the Muslim Council of Britain. For 
a list of endorsements please visit the website for 
the People’s Review of Prevent. 

Executive Summary

peoplesreviewofprevent.org
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The Prevent Duty Explained

The government’s Prevent strategy explained

Prevent is one of the four component parts of CONTEST - the government’s counter-terrorism strategy. 

The three other strands are:
-   Protect, which is concerned with strengthening protection against a terrorist attack;
-   Prepare, which is about the mitigation of the impact of a terrorist attack; and
-   Pursue, which is directed at stopping terrorist attacks.

The Prevent monitoring process seeks to identify signs 
of ‘radicalisation’, defined as “the process by which 
a person comes to support terrorism and extremist 
ideologies associated with terrorist groups.”
 
Those who are judged to be at risk of ‘radicalisation’ 
through the interventions enabled by Prevent are 
provided with ‘support’ in a special programme called 
Channel. Initial referrals of individuals prior to Channel 
are identified through highly subjective observations, 
often with deeply damaging consequences. The fact 
that only 5% of Prevent referrals are placed into Channel 
shows how poor these initial judgements were.

Prevent operates across the public sector, placing a 
legal duty on those involved in child-care, schooling,
further and higher education, and health services to 
refer individuals who they deem could be in danger 
of radicalisation. Such action is far removed from any 
actual terrorist activity or imminent crime.
 
This legal mandate (or Prevent Duty) to report anything 
‘suspicious’ means that the practitioners who are 
closest to the individuals concerned are discouraged 
from using their own expertise to question the basis 
on which they are flagging their concern. 

Once a referral is made, the individual becomes the 
responsibility of others who lack direct experience of 
the individual or the context of the concern.
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The People’s Review and 
the Case Against Prevent 

Why is Prevent a problem? 

In UK legislation, the term “terrorism” applies to violent 
actions which seek to support an ideological cause. 
It also applies to non-violent acts such as inviting support 
for a proscribed organisation, or viewing or possessing 
material (online or offline) thought to be useful for 
terrorists. This is where subjective bias creeps in. 
 
Unlike the other three branches of CONTEST, which all 
directly focus on terrorist activity, Prevent involves a ‘pre-
criminal space’ where no offences have been committed, 
are intended or even suspected. Any assessment of 
risks that offences may occur in the future is highly 
speculative, and cannot add any real value to the other 
three strands.

Prevent is highly intrusive within British Muslim 
communities and among children and young people, who 
are disproportionately targetted under this programme. 

The thrust of the case the People’s Review makes 
against Prevent is set out under three headers below. 

The first explains that Prevent does not prevent 
terrorism. The policy is ineffective, unworkable and its 
“pre-crime” focus is a waste of valuable resources.

Second, that the Prevent programme represents a 
slide into authoritarianism and curtails human rights 
and civil liberties.

And third and finally, Prevent traumatises innocent 
people, especially children, minors and their families 
from Muslim communities who are treated with 
unwarranted suspicion.
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Prevent does not prevent terrorism

There is no evidence that Prevent disrupts terrorism. Any ‘successes’ on that score (and by that token, any 
failures) occur within the Pursue strand of CONTEST, but the two are regularly conflated. While Pursue also 
concerns the ‘pre-criminal space’, it is very much directed toward actions that constitute direct threats based on 
police intelligence.

Usman Khan, who murdered two people during a prisoner rehabilitation conference at Fishmongers’ Hall in 
November 2019, was monitored by Prevent after leaving prison and still went on to commit a terror offence.

Manchester Arena bomber Salman Abedi was a “subject of interest” to counter-terrorism police and MI5, but his 
level of risk was downgraded. At this stage, the responsibility for Abedi lay with the Pursue strand, not Prevent, 
and yet he still went on to commit a terror offence. 

Prevent wastes time and resources and undermines the quality of other public services

In the year 2017-18, there were 7,318 Prevent referrals of which 42% were judged to 
require no action.

Another 40% left the process and were directed to other services (that is, were 
judged not to be at risk of ‘radicalisation’) before a Channel discussion took place.

70% of those discussed at Channel did not proceed onto the programme.

In all, 394 individuals out of a total of 7,318 were judged appropriate for Channel. 
This represents 5% of all those formally referred to Prevent, and highlights the gross 
inefficiency with which it operates.

Prevent does not prevent terrorism, it is ineffective,
unworkable and its “pre-crime” focus is a waste of valuable resources01
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Prevent has had a detrimental impact on public services from education to healthcare, for example:

The policy has led to the creation of a national curriculum in schools in England and Wales promoting ‘fundamental 
British values’, where these are determined by security interests and partisan ideology. Prevent has distracted 
health professionals away from their actual role to care for patients. 

She [Fionnuala D. Ní Aoláin] views the securitisation 
of care professions, including medical professions 
and social work, as impinging on the unique ethical 
obligations of professionals in those fields to those 
they serve.”

Prevent expands the frontiers of state power well 
past crime into that pre-criminal arena we used to 
call freedom.” 

Professor Conor Gearty FBA, QC (Hon)

After converting to Islam and choosing 
to wear a face veil, a 25-year-old woman 
diagnosed with emotionally unstable 
personality disorder was subjected to an 
interrogation by her psychiatrist about her 
religious teachers, the books she had read, 
radicalisation and views on Syria as a result 
of the Prevent Duty, rather than having a 
session focused around support for her 
condition.

The UN Special Rapporteur on the human 
rights and countering terrorism is quoted 
in the report, citing her concerns about the 
“securitisation” of public sector workers 
and how this is “impinging” on their 
“ethical obligations”

Case Study
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Prevent is directed against ideas and behaviours that are not themselves unlawful, and have previously been 
understood as part of a diverse and plural public sphere. The People’s Review argues this is incredibly harmful to 
democratic norms and a vibrant civil society.
 
Prevent undermines free expression by defining as ‘extremist’ legal views and actions which are a normal part of 
a healthy and functioning democracy.

According to surveys conducted by Saffron Karlsen 
and James Y. Nazroo (2015): 90% of Muslims, Hindus, 
Sikhs and Christians felt part of Britain. As they put it, 

“many Muslims, and those with other minority 
ethnicities and religions, do not see a contradiction 
between being British and maintaining a separate 
cultural or religious identity”.

The Government and its allies have also tried to use 
Prevent to crack down on dissent in universities and 
public bodies too. The Prevent-supporting, right 
leaning organisation the Henry Jackson Society, for 
example, publishes lists of “extremist speakers” 
on campus, and has claimed that Islamophobia 
Awareness Month “legitimises extremism.”

The Prevent programme represents a slide into 
authoritarianism and curtails human rights and civil liberties02

Normal political activity has also been characterised 
as “extremist.” For example, the mother of an 
8-year-old child was questioned by a social worker 
under Prevent over attending a peaceful protest as 
a family, while a teacher witnessed a Prevent trainer 
equate protesting for Palestine with genuinely 
extremist far-right rallies during a session.

Prevent lacks a definition of extremism that can tie 
it to any specific endorsement of violence. It relies 
solely upon a general idea that ‘extremism’ is a bad 
thing and presents itself as an arbiter of where and 
to whom the label should be applied to.

This language of ‘extremism’ can be used by 
the government to serve a general purpose of 
delegitimising any opposition to its policies by 
targetting activists from movements such as Black 
Lives Matter, Extinction Rebellion, or Occupy. Currently 
it is used disproportionately against Muslims.

Prevent’s focus on ‘ideologies’ can be used to describe 
legitimate opposition to policies as ‘extremist’, as has 
happened with Muslim civil society groups such as 
MEND and the Muslim Council of Britain. This is now 
being applied to other groups representing political 
change and extra-parliamentary activity.

It’s important to bear in mind that British Muslims 
often consider values labelled “British values” by 
Prevent to be Islamic values as well, as findings 
in the CREST Survey demonstrated.
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Concerns around Prevent have been raised by 
Parliamentarians and at least six UN Rapporteurs: 

The former anti-Apartheid activist now peer, Lord 
Peter Hain said in a speech that: 

Owing to Prevent operating in a pre-crime space, 
subjects are denied legal safeguards provided to 
those under criminal investigation

This means that the provisions of the Police and 
Criminal Evidence Act 1984 (PACE) do not apply 
during Prevent interventions. For example, the 
police do not need to conduct interviews of minors 
in the presence of a responsible adult.

Parents have also reported feeling harassed 
and subject to coercion to give consent for their 
children to take part in Prevent activities. 

One parent who refused to engage with Prevent 
described a six-week period of being repeatedly 
contacted as part of an intervention:

“It was a very scary experience and very intrusive. 
They were saying that they wanted consent 
but what is the point of consent if you are not 
respectful of someone declining to consent and 
start threatening to escalate?”

“If enacted in past generations, it [Prevent] would 
have throttled the suffragettes and blocked their 
ability to rattle Parliament’s cage to secure votes 
for women.”

The UN Special Rapporteur on the rights to 
freedom of peaceful assembly wrote: 

“One of the biggest concerns brought to the 
Special Rapporteur’s attention during his mission 
was the Government’s focus on countering non-
violent extremism without a narrow and explicit 
definition, at the expense of basic human rights 
and fundamental freedoms.”

A parent whose 12-year-old child was 
questioned alone by counter-terror 
police after he expressed a mainstream 
Islamic belief told the People’s Review: 

“The counter-terrorism officer 
questioned my child alone for nearly 30 
minutes. He [the officer] made clear we 
were not welcome in the room during 
the questioning and even though the 
counter-terrorism officer turned up with 
a social worker, the social worker did not 
go into the room to ensure the welfare 
of my child.”

Case Study
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Data rights have been infringed during Prevent 
interventions.

Weak criteria are applied in the early stages of 
Prevent interventions resulting in thousands of 
people being referred. Yet as cases move through 
the Prevent process and involve more focussed 
criteria, they are usually dismissed. 

The wide net that is initially used produces serious 
harms to those caught up in the process, and 
results in the widespread capture and retention 
of data of non-criminals, including many minors 
who were not even referred to Channel or had not 
committed any criminal act nor had the intention 
to commit one. 

The retention of such data has caused immense 
difficulties and distress for parents, who have had 
to contact multiple police forces to have their 
children’s data deleted, often spending years 
trying to clear their names when no crime has 
been committed.

Executive Summary
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Prevent traumatises innocent people, especially children, minors and their 
families from Muslim communities who are treated with unwarranted suspicion

The People’s Review shows that Prevent unfairly profiles and treats Muslims as a suspect community. 
This has led to traumatic infringements of children’s rights, where legal protection to non-discrimination, 
and the right to freedom of expression, thought, conscience and religion, have been relegated or 
removed entirely. 

Prevent Priority Areas
 
A Freedom of Information request to the Home 
Office identified the location of 44 Prevent Priority 
Areas (PPAs). These are areas with extra funding 
for Prevent activity allocated to them.
 
The Government has not made the criteria by 
which a PPA status is allocated public since 2015. 
What is clear, however, is that based on the 2011 
census around 73% of the UK’s Muslim population 
lives within a PPA.

Prevent harms, harasses, 
and traumatises innocent people
 
The People’s Review has documented numerous 
cases in which innocent people, especially from 
Muslim communities, have been subject to Prevent 
referrals and unfair harassment from officials after 
legally expressing their views, observing their 
Islamic faith and using other rights afforded to 
them by UK law.

Children and young people under the age of 20 
(the cut-off age in Home Office data) make up 
around 50% of all Prevent referrals. 

These young people have neither committed nor 
intended to commit any criminal offence.

In many cases the referred individuals are below 
the age of criminal responsibility.

Data from 2014 to 2016 showed that 39% of children referred 
under Prevent were recorded as Muslim and 38% were 
ethnically Asian. This is vastly disproportionate to these groups’ 
representation in the UK population, which are just 5% and 6% 
respectively.

In addition, it has also encroached on the right of parents to 
provide their children with direction and guidance, in accordance 
with the children’s evolving capacities.
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The People’s Review provides key evidence that the Prevent Duty has led to:

www.peoplesreviewofprevent.org

To read the full People’s Review of Prevent, visit:
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