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U.K. glossies seek young Muslims

Salam, emel vary tacks
to attract budding market
without offending beliefs
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British magazines Salam and emel tackle topics familiar to readers of glossies everywhere. One cover of emel promises stories on a "Wedding Special" and "Desert Gardens: Create Your Own Oasis." A recent issue of Salam offers "10 Tips for Being a Successful Husband."
But both magazines have a very specific target readership: young, wealthy British Muslims.

As the economy has boomed in recent years and Britain's class hierarchies have loosened, a significant number of young Muslims have become more affluent and upwardly mobile. They have spending power and, courted by retailers and businesses here, they are eager to read about luxury vacations, home decorating and trendy restaurants.

"Muslims are breaking into more contemporary styles," says Bazlur Rashid, the art director for Salam. "There is quite a lot of affluence." About 1.6 million Muslims live in the United Kingdom, nearly 3% of the population, and they hold prominent positions in business as well as Britain's Parliament.

But the two magazines face a tricky balance: guiding readers to take part in a Western, consumerist society while remaining true to their religion and heritage. The magazines have different takes. Emel's message is one of integration and adoption of Western standards. Salam's advice tends to be more traditional, and its editor has links to a group that has been outlawed in Germany for extremist views.

In emel, for instance, wedding-planning stories are devoted to advice on shoes, flower arrangements, tiered wedding cakes and other staples of Western weddings. Salam's wedding guide gives readers tips on "organizing your Islamic wedding," including how men and women must sit separately.

Emel is more widely available. Several bookstore chains sell the magazine, and it has 20,000 single copy sales and 3,000 subscribers. Salam, for now, is sold only by subscription and in Muslim outlets such as bookstores. Taji Mustafa Fombo, Salam's editor, declined to provide Salam's subscriber base. Salam sells for £3 ($5.26) on the newsstand; emel costs $6.10, about the same as other glossies.

The contrasts between the two magazines are borne out in the views and backgrounds of their editors.

Emel's editor, Sarah Joseph and her husband, Mahmud Al-Rashid, a London lawyer, founded the bimonthly magazine two years ago with an initial investment of $34,800; it went monthly with the October issue. She converted to the Islamic faith a few days shy of her 17th birthday. (They didn't have a segregated wedding). Ms. Joseph, a native Londoner, has worked as a lecturer and spokeswoman for such groups as the Muslim Council of Britain, a mainstream U.K. Muslim group.

The name emel is based on the M and L of the words "Muslim life" and is a derivation of the word amal, which means hopes and aspirations. Ms. Joseph began pursuing the idea for emel after the Sept. 11, 2001, terrorist attacks in the U.S. She says she grew weary of having to explain that Muslims in general don't support terrorism. "We were only saying what we weren't," she says. "Muslims eat. We have houses. We wear clothes ... we go on holiday."

Salam editor Mr. Fombo was born in London where, as a college student, he first heard lecturers from an Islamic group called Hizb ut-Tahrir and liked how it articulated his Islamic beliefs as well as social issues.

Hizb ut-Tahrir, however, is a controversial group. It preaches nonviolence but is a believer in returning Muslims to a pure Islamic state called caliphate. The group's activities have been outlawed in Germany for espousing anti-Semitic ideology. Earlier this year, British Prime Minister Tony Blair singled out Hizb ut-Tahrir as the kind of organization he plans to ban under new antiterror measures for serving as a breeding ground for extremist ideas though the group wasn't included on a list of groups the government recently banned.

Mr. Fombo defends Hizb ut-Tahrir. In addition to editing Salam, he is a spokesman for the group and recently spoke out against the proposed ban in the U.K. at a Hizb ut-Tahrir meeting in London.

Salam, which was first published earlier this year, is named after a Muslim greeting. Mr. Fombo says Hizb ut-Tahrir doesn't fund the magazine, but he declined to detail the kind of backing he had to start it. Its funding comes from borrowings, advertising and subscriptions, he says.

Britain is debating stricter immigration rules, particularly on Muslims, in the wake of bombings that shook this city's mass-transit system in July and its belief that Britain could host even radical Muslim sects in the name of free speech.

A spokesman for the U.K. Home Office declined comment on whether a ban on Hizb ut-Tahrir or any other British government measures designed to stem the spread of extremist Muslim ideology would affect Salam.

Emel's recent issues have included a profile of British boxer Danny Williams, who converted to Islam, and singer Sami Yusuf as well as a health column, and four top holiday "hot spots," including England's lake district and the southwest coastline of the Cornwall region.

The issues also included a range of lifestyle topics, from how to cook a lamb tagine to tips on buying Apple's iPod Mini and a guide to traveling to see Islamic culture and architecture in Spain.

As for relationship advice, the magazine, in its May/June issue, had 10 tips on how successful husbands treat their wives. They include, "do something spontaneous for her." And "although it is her responsibility to cook, clean and tend to your needs this doesn't mean your thanks or appreciation is not expected."

Emel magazine also tackles political issues but in a more moderate way. Its inaugural issue, published in the fall of 2003, covered a February 2003 demonstration against the Iraq war. The article highlighted questions Muslims have about Western foreign policy but also wrote positively about people from different religions marching together.

Britain's biggest bank, HSBC PLC, has advertised in emel, with full-page ads for its special Halaal mortgages that adhere to Islamic law prohibiting the payment and receipt of interest. An HSBC spokeswoman says the bank advertised in emel because the magazine offers personal-finance articles and is aimed at Muslim professionals who are part of HSBC's target market. Ms. Joseph says emel is breaking even with each issue.

Salam's advertisers include a Muslim soda maker, Evoca, and the Islam Channel. Mr. Fombo declined to say if Salam is making or losing money.
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