
REtoday is honoured to feature this 
interview with Dr Hany El Banna, founder 
of the major international relief and 
development charity Islamic Relief. We 
suggest the interview and his life story is a 
great way to learn about Islam. 

We met at the offices where Dr Hany 
continues his work in Birmingham, and I 
asked him many questions.

How did you get involved in what 
became Islamic Relief?
These days, not everyone can remember 
the enormous famine in Tigray and Eritrea 
in 1984. Images of starvation had the 
whole world standing on their feet. I was 
a young Muslim medical doctor working 
at Dudley Hospital in the West Midlands. 
Seeing the images, I didn’t know what to 
do. No one did. 

I had a chance to visit Khartoum for a 
medical conference to help with famine 
victims, but no money for my ticket. I spoke 
about this to a shaikh at the Islamic Cultural 
Centre in Regent’s Park in London who 
had been a student of my father in Cairo. 
Amazingly he took £300 from his desk and 
gave it to me for my fare. 

When I arrived in Khartoum in the early 
hours of the morning, I didn’t know where 
the conference was. My taxi driver said he 
was sure it would be at the poshest five-star 
hotel. He was right. The conference was all 
five-star. But one night I went out and met 
some refugees. One starving man asked me, 
‘In the name of Allah, do something!’

My photo of this man was the turning point 
of my life. From it we began to raise money 
for the famine victims. First 20p (from my 
nephew, who was saving it for chocolate), 
then the first thousand, and now – globally 
– about £200 million per year.

How did Islamic Relief take shape?
At first, I’d say we were just legging it from 
house to house and shop to shop asking for 
money. We had no plan! 

In the 1980s and 1990s the Muslim British 
communities were focused on developing 
their own mosques as places of worship, 
being able to get halal food, Islamic dress 
and our visibility in the wider community, 
being accepted as Brits. Muslims wanted 
those things: it was their vision of what 
British Islam could be. But Islamic Relief 
came along talking about Eritrea. I faced the 
challenge of swimming against a cultural 
tide of my own religious community’s 
traditional philosophy. Many Muslims 
were migrants. They [were working] in 
factories, driving taxis, working in trade and 
commerce. To challenge them to act against 
starvation, we needed to do it face to face, 
going to speak at mosques. We invented our 
‘caravan touring’ in 1986, taking our exhibit 
to 28 different cities, one every evening in 
Ramadan. We did it for several years, the 
van getting bigger each year. It was tough, 
especially during the fast. We would travel 
during the day, leaflet when we arrived and 
speak in the evening. 

Some people see the Muslim 
community as divided – say 
between Sunni and Shi’ah. How 
do you see it? Unity among 
Muslims? An undivided faith?
Before any Shi’ah Muslims reacted to the 
Iran earthquake which killed over 30,000 
people in 1990, we were already there to 
support the victims. We raised £250,000 
in two weeks, and we are not interested in 
conflict or the Sunni/Shi’ah divide, but in 
who is in need. For me, this united view of 
Islam was not a difficult one but a natural 
one. You are responsible for your own 
community – all of it. So we bought all the 
ex-army tents, camping toilets and lights 

that we could in Northampton and sent 
them to Iran to give emergency shelter. 

Generally, I believe in the Four Ss: Sunni, 
Shi’ah, Salafi [and] Sufi are four groups 
within Islam, but I see the good in each one. 

In Shi’ah Islam, you lean towards the love of 
the Prophet and his family. I love that, so in 
that sense I am Shi’ah.

I am Sufi, because when the Prophet had his 
private prayer, then he was a mystic, and I’d 
try to follow him. 

I am Salafi; this affirms the authenticity of 
the religion from scholars of the past. 

I am Sunni because I follow on the path of 
Islam which my own family has passed on 
to me.

I want it to be seen that we are working 
together, despite differences of theology, 
for humanity.  From 1999, 20 years ago, 
we would look at the world map and see 
where we can work together. As a part of 
the UK and global Muslim communities 
we recognise that, for the poor, connection 
is protection. We opened the doors to 
inter-agency working and support, and we 
moved on to work with lots of Christian 
charities like Tear Fund, World Vision and 
Christian Aid. 

The view from the 
grassroots of Islam
Dr Hany El Banna: a follower of the Prophet and the founder 
of a huge movement for global justice within British Islam

When Islamic Relief was just beginning, I 
did not know what Allah was planning for 
me! Despite the fact that the income from 
my Birmingham job was much less than I 
was offered in Manchester, it seemed that 
Allah planned it better for me to stay in 
Birmingham for its centrality. I am thankful 
to Allah that he gave me the part-time job, 
the opportunity to raise my family in a 
friendly Muslim community here and the 
opportunity to start Islamic Relief, away 
from London (a city of politics). I’ve often 
faced choices between my medical career 
and the charity work I do. God guides us.

What is your absolute priority?
A saying of the Prophet: 'If you walk 
toward Allah then Allah runs towards 
you'. He becomes the hand you use, the eye 
you can see with and the legs you walk 
by – Allah becomes you! This was another 
blessing to me. 

I had to choose between my studies and 
visiting flood victims in Bangladesh. 
The opportunity to serve and to help 
in Bangladesh was a higher priority, I 
discovered, and so I was learning that I 
wanted to make a priority of caring for 
others over academic successes. You can 
discover that Allah will never let you down.

Gender issues and Islamic Relief: 
how do you respond to criticism 
of charities? 
Many charities have recently suffered 
damage because their male staff have 
abused women they should have cared for. 
The Prophet told us Muslim men: don’t be 
alone with one woman, there is the devil!  

It is not that a woman is the devil, but man’s 
temptation. We have a grassroots policy, 
an open curtain, transparency – we never 
close the doors, and we are always open. 
On this issue of genders working together, 
from the very beginning I knew that the 
prophets’ teachings should guide us. Sadly, 
there are men who exploit the vulnerability 
of women, so we advise people everywhere 
who visit and work with us, women and 
men work together with transparency.

See it this way: the devil is cleverer than us! 
The devil tries to cocoon humans to control 
them and chew them and spit them into 
hellfire. There are dangerous moments in 
charitable activity around the relations 
between men and women and the money. 
Islamic ethics tell us men always to treat a 
woman with honour. I am glad that there 
has been no scandal, financial or sexual, 
in the first three decades of our charity. 
We have been blessed and guided by the 
teachings of the prophets. 

Some people think Islam’s attitude to 
women is out of step with the modern 
ideas in the UK – but Islamic Relief is not 
anti-feminist or anti-women.  I believe 
Islam offers boundaries and order to 
human communities, and Islamic Relief 
has always worked hard for Islamic 
women’s empowerment.

What is it that motivates you? 
I am an angry person: angry for the child 
who is dying. In Yemen, we were the first to 
declare cholera was happening in Yemen – 
and I was so angry to see in the children’s 
hospital – an appalling situation, a woman 
sitting in bed with a drip on a mattress in 
a corridor with her children, who of course 
would then catch the illness. Childcare for 
them is also saving lives. 

My duty here is to the Muslims but also to 
the poor, but also the donors, but also the 
government of my country, [the] UK, the 
country in which charity law has enabled us 
to grow. 

All our study and work is for Allah in the 
end. We spread Islam only by empowering 
the poor, the women and the ill who need 
the education, the jobs and the clinics to 
which we are committed. 

Can you give an example of sacred 
text that inspired the work?
A chapter from the Quran: Surah 107.  
An English rendering (rather a plain-
speaking version) of the text says this:

Have you seen those 
who deny the religion 
and deny the day of 
judgement? Look at him: 
this is the one who treats 
orphans badly. ‘Get lost', 
says Allah, ‘I’ve no time 
for you. Advocate for the 
needs of the needy.’ 

The text makes a link between those who 
deny Islamic belief and those who don’t 
advocate for the poor. The giving of the 
money is the easiest thing to do here but 
becoming an advocate for the poor makes 
your mission much harder. This is the test 
of true Islamic faith: how do you treat the 
most vulnerable, the hungry, the orphan, 
the vulnerable woman? That’s the test of 
your faith.

Have you found God among the 
poor and weak? 
I’ve found him everywhere. Ask God to be in 
you and you’ll find him there.

Hany El Banna

Hany El Banna speaks to the World Humanitarian Summit about the 
work of Islamic Relief.

Islamic Relief is committed to grassroots work: if you 
want to help refugees, don’t do it from a 5-star hotel.

For the  
classroom 

REtoday has presented many learning 
ideas to accompany this interview on 
its website, suited to learning needs in 
the entire 7–16 age range.
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