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Rise in Problem Airports 
Despite good news at SFO, we have received reports from Sikh pas-

sengers who are being told by TSA screeners at the following airports 

that TSA policy calls for searches of all Sikh turbans: Seattle Sea-Tac, 

Chicago O’Hare, Boston Logan and Sacramento International. 

This quarter’s numbers also reflect an uptick in incidents reported 

from San Antonio airport. A Sikh retreat was held in San Antonio in 

July. When sardars returning from the retreat went through security at 

San Antonio Airport, many of them were told to submit to secondary 

screenings of their turbans and even patkas.  

If you fly through Seattle, Chicago Boston, Sacramento or 

San Antonio, please make sure you report your experiences 

in Q4. We need to track how these airports are doing.  

Are you a turbaned Sikh?  
Have you flown through these airports lately? 

 

Seattle  
Chicago 

San Antonio 
Sacramento 

Boston 
 

Help us get accurate information for our report 
cards by reporting your screening experiences—

good or bad! 
 

Report your experience online through 
www.sikhcoalition.org, or directly in our online 

survey at https://www.surveymonkey.com/s.aspx?

sm=NR_2b9q39BJ9bgnsn3UBnAGA_3d_3d. 

Screening Sikhs by the Numbers: 
Q1 Q2  

Sikhs who were not informed of their option to conduct a self-pat-down  22 (out of 80) 7 (out of 37) 

Sikhs who were told that turban screening is mandatory 18 (out of 80) 15 (out of 37) 

Screening complaints stemming from California airports  49% 35% 

Sikhs sent for additional screening who reported feeling singled out * 64% 92%    

*Note that this number is based on self-reporting by Sikh travelers. As a result, since more people are likely to complain about unpleasant experiences at security, this percentage is likely weighted towards bad experiences. 

Q3 

4 (out of 39) 

4 (out of 39) 

31% 

70% 

Based on reports we received from Sikh travelers in the third quarter, issues with turban screenings at San Francisco Interna-

tional Airport (SFO) appear to be resolved. Our statistics show that today, only 1/3 of Sikh passengers going through SFO report 

being pulled aside for secondary screening—in contrast to nearly 100% at the beginning of this year.  

Over the past several months, the Sikh Coalition has worked closely with the TSA and Congresswoman Jackie Speier (D-CA) to 

bring about this change. Since November last year, we had been receiving reports that SFO screeners were requiring secondary 

screening of all turbans. We filed numerous complaints and memoranda with TSA headquarters in Washington D.C., asking them 

to address the issue. We advised the press of the situation, and the Contra Costa Times—a local Bay Area newspaper—wrote an 

op-ed article in our favor. Through our online form, we tracked the experiences of Sikh travelers and relayed our findings to the 

TSA and members of Congress. Since the opening of our office in Fremont, California, Sikh Coalition staff have met with TSA per-

sonnel on four separate occasions to express our concern and insist that the policy be implemented as set out by Washington. 

The Sikh Coalition’s efforts succeeded in addressing implementation problems at SFO this quarter. For the first time since     

January, incidents of secondary screenings of Sikh passengers at SFO are down. Screening complaints from California in general 

have also reduced. SFO’s TSA personnel have developed Sikh-specific training materials. Edward Gomez, the airport’s Federal 

Security Director, has pledged to welcome Sikh employees at SFO. We applaud the support of Mr. Gomez and Congresswoman 

Speier in ensuring appropriate implementation of the TSA policy at SFO. 



The  Sikh Coalition recommends the TSA take the fol-

lowing steps to improve service to the Sikh community. 

1. Based on complaint patterns, follow up with problem 

airports that seem to be interpreting the policy as 

mandatory turban screening. 

2. Audit TSA screeners in the exercise of their discre-

tion to ensure that individual TSA employees are not     

engaging in racial profiling at U.S. airports. 

3. Substantively involve Sikh civil rights groups in the 

development of training materials for screeners.  

4. Conduct outreach to the Sikh community to explain 

the purpose and functioning of the revised policy. 

Post information about the procedure in Punjabi. 

Numbers speak louder than words.  

Since the TSA’s first headwear policies went into effect last Au-

gust, all the changes we have been able to negotiate have been 

because all of you have spoken out.  

And we still need your help. If you wear a dastaar or other head 

covering, please report your experience each time you fly—

whether you are secondarily screened or not.  

Change is only possible if Sikhs like you tell us what is 

happening on the ground. Please report to make our 

work effective.  

www.sikhcoalition.org 

Isolated Incidents 

Room for Improvement 

The TSA Report Card 

In addition to patterns at specific airports, some Sikh travelers reported procedural discrepancies at various airports.  

1. A passenger travelling through San Jose Airport was pulled aside for secondary screening and was not given the op-

tion to have it conducted in private. 

2. A Sikh passenger wearing a patka (tight-fitting small turban) was traveling through San Antonio Airport when he was 

asked to submit the patka to a secondary screening. After the passenger had patted down his own patka and had his 

hands swabbed for chemicals, there was no indication of a positive response. Still, TSA personnel performed a second 

check by patting down his patka and squeezing his hair. 

3. A passenger traveling through Bradley Airport in Connecticut was forced to refuse each of his options for a turban 

search before being told that he could pat down his turban himself.  

Third Quarter Results 

Why Numbers Matter 

Is This Standard Procedure? 

© The Sikh Coalition, July 2008 

The reports we received in Q3 indicate a systemic issue with screeners’ perception of “the policy.” Many of you reported that 

when you asked a screener why you had been chosen for secondary screening, you were told “this is standard procedure” or 

“this is our policy.” 

The statement itself is difficult to dissect. Is the screener stopping you because they misunderstand the policy to be a mandatory 

turban search? Or is he/she stopping you because they’ve correctly applied the policy in your particular case? Because of all the 

recent policy changes, the screener may be confused as to what the policy is, may be correctly applying it to your turban, or 

may be profiling. 

Sikh turbans should only be secondarily screened if the TSO at the metal detector thinks that a particular Sikh’s turban is 

“bulky.” That is the policy. The policy is NOT that all turbans need to be screened. This is key especially in screenings involving 

patkas. A patka, unlike a turban, is very closely fitting to the head, and therefore should not be constantly getting screened as a 

“bulky item.”  

So the next time you get stopped for a secondary screening, make sure you ask why the TSO stopped you. And if the answer is 

“it’s policy” make sure you ask what that means—it should not be policy to always search a turban. “It’s policy” is only a valid 

response if the TSO says your turban is bulky. 


