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Islamic Cultural Centre of Ireland 
celebrates its 20th anniversary 

Patsy 
McGarry 
Religious Affairs 
Correspondent 

More than 1,000 
people a day pray 
at Clonskeagh 
mosque 

Looking around the Islamic 
Cultural Centre in Clonskeagh 
in Dublin, Mirza Al-Sayegh cast 
his mind back two decades with 
obvious satisfaction. 

The vice-president of the A1 
Maktoum Foundation, he was 
in expansive mood at the cen-
tre’s 20th-anniversary celebra-
tions, attended by Muslims and 
non-Muslims on Monday. 

The genesis of the centre 
came in 1990, eight years after 
Sheikh Hamdan bin Rashid A1 
Maktoum of the United Arab 
Emirates had established his 
family’s first stud farm at May-
nooth. 

“We [and others] sat togeth-
er to talk about establishing 
such a place. Authorities in Dub-
lin and Maynooth were so co-op-
erative and so helpful, leaving 
no stone unturned in making 
this place a reality, ” he said. 

Back then, Ireland’s Muslim 
population was small. The 1991 
census put it at just 3,875 peo-
ple. Today, Minister of State Da-
vid Stanton said, “the real fig-
ure is likely to be in the region of 
55,000 to 70,000”. 

The Clonskeagh centre was 
opened by then president Mary 
Robinson in November 1996 
the event attracted particular 
coverage because Yusuf Islam, 
formerly known as singer Cat 

Stevens, came. 
Recalling a later visit by Presi-

dent Mary McAleese, Mirza 
Al-Sayegh said she had become 
curious about “ a big frame writ-
ten in Arabic” as she was given 
a tour of the building. The 
frame told the story of a Chris-
tian king who, he explained, 
“1,425 years ago protected and 
gave sanctuary to a delegation 
sent from Mecca by the Proph-
et. 

“I said to her, ‘After 1,425 
years you come here to protect 
our Muslim community in this 
area. You see history repeats it-
self.’ As a token of appreciation 
we gave that frame to her to be 
taken home,” he recalled. 

Thanking the Government 
and authorities, universities, 
other churches, charities, the 
al-Maktoums and the UAE em-
bassy and other diplomatic mis-

sions, he said: “I believe that 
without you all this centre 
would not have flourished.” 

In his words, Sheikh Hussein 
Halawa emphasised the Mus-
lim community’s roots in Ire-
land: “We are part of this dear 
country. We live on its land un-
der its sky. 

“Despite the fact that we 
have diverse religions and vari-
ous cultures, we belong to one 
country. We share our joy, we 
share our pain and we work to-
gether for a better Ireland,” he 
said. 

Ireland has few of the ten-
sions experienced by other Eu 
ropean countries with their 
Muslim communities. US offi-
cials, quoted by WikiLeaks in 
2011, described the Muslims at 
Clonskeagh as “moderate”. 

The close ties that exist were 
illustrated on Monday. Gifts 
were presented to Mr Stanton, 
Assistant Garda Commissioner 
Jack Nolan, Garda liaison offic-
er Sgt Dave Mclnerney, and the 
Catholic Archbishop of Dublin, 
Diarmuid Martin. 

Politicians were present in 
numbers, too, including Minis-
ter of State for Housing and 
Urban Renewal Damien 
English, Fianna Fail leader 

Micheal Martin, and Green 
Party leader Eamon Ryan. 

School 
Funded by the al-Maktoums, 
the 5,000sq m centre, one of 
the largest in Europe, cost 
£5 million to build in 1996 and 
contains a main mosque that 
holds more than 1,700 people 
and two smaller prayer halls. 

In addition, it has a Muslim 
national school, a sports hall, a 
library, an exhibition hall, an 
information centre, offices, a 
women’s education and social 
centre, a shop, a restaurant, 
eight apartments and a mortu-

ary. 
Designed by architects Mi-

chael Collins & Associates, it 

won a Royal Institute of the Ar-
chitects of Ireland award in 
1997. Set on 3.5 acres, itwas Ire-
land’s second purpose-built 
mosque, after one built in Bally-
haunis, Co Mayo, in 1987. 

Clonskeagh is the busiest Is-
lamic centre in Ireland, with a 
staff of about 20. Each day, 
1,200 people come for prayers; 
850 children attend its Quranic 
school and there are 250 in the 
primary school. 

Its imam is Sheikh Hussein 
Halawa, who came to Ireland 
from Egypt in 1996. His son 
Ibrahim is still held in jail, un-
tried, in Egypt, more than three 
years after he was arrested 
there. 

Imam Halawa is chairman of 
the Irish Council of Imams, 
which was set up in 2006 to rep-
resent the Muslim voice in Ire-
land, frequently meeting with 
politicians and other church 
leaders. 

Imam Halawa is also theMus-
lim cleric invited to take part in 
most State occasions whether it 
be the inauguration of presi-
dents, national days of com-
memoration or other State 
gatherings. 

He is also secretary general 
of the Dublin-based European 
Council for Fatwa and Re-
search, which considered the fu-
ture of Muslims in Europe 
when it gathered in Istanbul 
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last year. 
Its president, Egyptian-born 

Yusuf al-Qaradawi is, it is 
claimed, a member of the Mus-
lim Brotherhood. Firmly tradi-
tional in his beliefs, he has been 
banned from entering Britain, 
Franee and the US. He has visit-
ed Ireland many times. 

It was suggested by US offi-
cials in WikiLeaks correspond-
ence from 2006, released in 
2011, that Imam Halawa him-
self was a member of the Mus-
lim Brotherhood, but this has 
been denied. 

Not political 
His daughter Somaia Halawa 
has said there were no overt 
links between her family and 
the Muslim Brotherhood but, 
she said, she had friends who 
were members. Her family was 
“not political in that way”, she 
said. 

However, Soha Gendi, Egyp-
tian ambassador to Ireland, is 
adamant that “the whole family 
is part of the Muslim Brother-
hood, whether they deny it or 
not”. Whatever the truth, the is-
sue is central to his son’s incar-
ceration. 

The Muslim Brotherhood 
was outlawed in Egypt until the 
so-called Arab Spring of 2011 
and the removal of the prime 
minister, Hosni Mubarak. It 
was outlawed again by the cur-
rent Egyptian regime in Sep-

tember 2013. 
Another of Clonskeagh’s 

best-known figures, Dr Ali Se-
lim, who is also of Egyptian ori-
gin, is also suspected of being 
part of the Muslim Brother-
hood, according to the same 
WikiLeaks documents. 

In January 2013, he present-
ed the Muslim position on abor-
tion at Oireachtas Committee 
hearings in debates on the then 
Protection of Life during Preg-
nancy Bill. 

Continuity 
“In the unlikely event when a 
group of competent trustwor-
thy physicians confirm that the 
continuity of pregnancy jeop-
ardises the mother’s life, abor-
tion could be conducted as the 
last and only alternative, ” he 
said. 

His book Islam and Educa-
tion in Ireland, published in Sep-
tember 2,014, caused considera-
ble controversy with its call for 
“a revolution of inclusivity” in 

Irish schools. 
Crucial differences exist be-

tween Islam and sex education 
in Irish schools, he said, since Is-
lam forbids pre- and extramari-
tal sex, whereas the curriculum 
sees sex “outside wedlock as 
part of normal practices”. 

There is also “a clash of val-
ues” between Islam and “tradi-
tional” physical education, he 
said. Some schools, “under the 
guise of health and safety”, 
oblige Muslim girls to take off 
headscarves, “which is not ac-
ceptable to them”. 

When it came to music, some 
Muslims would see it as prohib-
ited, but “if music is performed 
using non-tunable percussion 
instruments such as drums, 
most Muslims will have no prob-
lem”, he said. 

On school plays, he said 
“physical contact between 
members of the opposite sex 
who can be legally married is 
forbidden in Islam” and that 
“gender role-reversal is not per-
missible”. 

Subsequently, Clonskeagh 
and the Islamic Foundation of 
Ireland (IFI) said Dr Selim’s 
opinions were “neither shared 
by the IFI, the ICCI nor the ma-
jority of participating members 
in the Islamic community 
here”. 

Despite the fact that 
we have diverse 
religions and 
various cultures, we 
belong to one 
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 Muslims at the Juma 
(Friday) prayer meeting in the 
mosque. The Islamic Cultural 
Centre in Clonskeagh was 
opened by then president 
Mary Robinson in November 
1996 . 


