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Gerry O’Regan, the new editor of the Irish Independent, recognises an important story even if RTE News does not. 

Last Monday, the Independent led with a report by John Walshe about a Department of Education probe into the Muslim National School Project in Cabra, North Dublin. It stated that Education Minister Mary Hanafin is said to be “extremely concerned” at the management of the school “after an inspection found it was spending too much time teaching the Koran, …and not enough to the curriculum as laid down by the Department of Education.” 

The report also disclosed that the previous principal of the school, which caters for around 150 pupils, ``had been working there for four years without any qualifications in primary teaching." Walshe added that the state-funded school, which was set up in 2001, ``did not keep proper rolls of pupils," and was shown to have inadequate supplies of library books and computing facilities. It had no art and craft materials.  A new principal has very recently been appointed and faces a tough challenge.

And last Tuesday, Walshe confirmed that the board of management of Dublin's second Muslim school based in Clonskeagh, has been dissolved.  While no official reason was given for the board's dissolution, it is believed to have resulted from an internal row over the financing of the school.  

The Irish Independent was right to lead with this story because it tells us a lot about the current struggle going on in the Islamic community in Ireland. Congratulations must also go to Mary Hanafin for cutting through the cloud of political correctness which surrounds these issues.

It is a pity the same can't be said of RTE.  On Monday, they relegated this story to a minor item at the end of their evening news coverage. And in so doing, they did a serious disservice to the cause of progressive Muslims in this country. Let me say why. 

A few months ago, I reported in the Sunday Independent that there were growing concerns about what was being taught at the Muslim school in Dublin.  At least one Islamic cleric tried to rubbish my report.  But John Walshe's articles confirm that my report was correct.

Expressing concerns about Islamic extremism always lays a reporter open to the charge of being Islamophobic or racist by the liberal vanguard.  But that is not how moderate Muslims see it.  They are glad there are people in the media willing to take their side against extreme elements within the Muslim community. 

Such moderates include those parents who withdrew their children from the Cabra school fearing that extremism was taking control. The numbers of students enrolled there has decreased from 185 to 147 in a single academic year. 

But they also include parents who opted to keep their kids in the school despite the problems.  One parent I spoke to this week said he stayed because his children did not want to be separated from their friends.  He says he just wants his kids to get a decent education like everyone else.

Political correctness does not serve the interests of those Muslim parents, but simply puts all moderate Muslims at the mercy of extremists.  By contrast, the reports in the Sunday Independent and Irish Independent help progressive Muslim parents both to improve the Cabra school's conditions and succeed against extremism. And that is because instead of publicising anti-Western fundamentalists, we feature the majority views of most Muslims living in Ireland who unhesitatingly reject Islamic fanaticism.  

Right now, there is a struggle within the Islamic community that mirrors what is going on in the broader Irish context. Irish democracy is currently engaged in a battle against reactionary forces that threaten the long-term stability of this state. But the moderate Muslim community is also struggling against its own Sinn Fein types. These are people who are more interested in pushing an extreme ideology than in defending democracy. 

It is naturally in our best interest to make sure the progressives win that battle.  Last week, the Irish Independent did those moderates a great service by highlighting their dilemmas in relation to the North Dublin Muslim School Project. 

In its brave editorial on Monday, the paper rightly argued that ``with due regard for religious sensibilities, every Muslim child must be educated in the same way as the rest of the population. The Department of Education must see to that, in the North Dublin Project and everywhere else." And with Mary Hanafin's help, the problems facing the children of that school may now be successfully remedied. 

But that is only the beginning. There is much more work to do before the Islamic community is finally rescued from extremism. RTE should accept that, as a servant of the Irish people, it has a role to play in achieving that end.  Bearing witness to the genuine fears of moderate Muslim opinion might be a good place for it to start. 
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