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Message from Executive Director & Board Chair

Waheguru Ji Ka Khalsa, Waheguru Ji Ki Fateh!

We had a major textbook victory in Texas, we procured a groundbreaking legal settlement in Georgia, we got the Fresno 
County Office of Education to develop a Sikh Awareness video for 200,000 students, we successfully got the Department of 
Justice to translate their bullying guidance into Punjabi, and we gave a keynote speech celebrating Guru Nanak at the White 
House. This is not what we have done over the past year, this is what we have accomplished in just the past two months. 

We understand that where you choose to invest should be informed by what results you see on that investment. As you review 
the year we had, you will quickly realize that these are just a few of the numerous accomplishments that the Sikh Coalition 
had over the course of 2014. 

The Sikh Coalition is in the business of working tirelessly on behalf of the community, while protecting your rights in the 
classroom, the workplace, and the courtroom every step of the way. Some victories happen quickly, other areas of our 
advocacy require long-term investments, but there is not a more professional and effective organization in the country working 
on the issues you care about most. We hope that our results speak volumes about the organization you are helping to build. 

The Sikh Coalition is a tax-exempt and Better Business Bureau accredited non-profit organization that requires your financial 
support to continue our trailblazing work. We work on behalf of you, but that work remains entirely dependent upon your 
investment.  

As you review how your previous contributions made 2014 an incredible year of growth and increased sustainable impact, we 
ask you to consider the future work that remains unfinished and the broader goals we all share for the community at-large. 

As always, we encourage all Sikhs to practice their faith fearlessly. Together we can keep the Khalsa strong for generations 
of Sikh Americans to come.  

Chardi Kala!
Sapreet Kaur, Executive Director
Narinder Singh, Board Chair
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The Sikh Coalition’s Legal Program has worked around the clock to 
protect Sikh hate crime victims and ensure that these cases are properly 
investigated and prosecuted, and that government, media, and the public 
undertake meaningful preventative and remedial actions in response. We 
remain the go-to legal resource for any Sikh victim of a hate crime and we 
were the first called in the most recent spate of attacks this past summer. 

On July 30, 2014, Sandeep Singh was run over and dragged thirty feet 
by a pick-up truck driven by Joseph Caleca, after allegedly being called 
a “terrorist” and told to “go back to his country.” On August 7, 2014, Dr. 
Jaspreet Batra was assaulted and injured by a group of youth on Roosevelt 
Island in the presence of his mother and allegedly called “Osama bin Laden,” 
while being told to back “go back to your country;” his elderly mother was 
allegedly called a “bitch with facial hair.”  

Legal Program Helps Vindicate Rights of 
Sikh Hate Crime Victims No two hate crime cases are ever the same, but like every case 

the Sikh Coalition handles, they each received an immediate 
and substantial response. In Sandeeep Singh’s case, we 
requested the involvement of the NYPD Hate Crimes Taskforce 
after the initial investigation. After facing resistance and a 
lackluster response from the local precinct, we also organized 
a press rally to raise public awareness and a dialogue around 
hate crimes and how to combat them. 

We connected with the FBI, the NYPD, the NYC Mayor’s 
Office, the Public Advocate’s Office, and the Queens District 
Attorney’s Office to raise awareness about Sikh hate crimes, 
discussed preventative measures, and followed up on the 
investigation and prosecution. In Dr. Jaspreet Batra’s case, we 
also involved the NYPD Hate Crimes Task Force and worked 
closely with the client in navigating the juvenile justice system 
after an arrest was made.

Our Legal Program remains a staunch ally to the community 
in ensuring that these horrific crimes are handled with respect 
and dignity, and that justice is obtained. This representation 
remains the foundational cornerstone of our legal program and 
the insurance policy that every Sikh in the United States has 
access to when tragic events like these occur. 

“Not taking any action is a recipe for 
disaster and an invitation for further 

abuse/crime. I look for justice but not for 
vengeance. If these young people or their 

parents come forward and accept their 
fault, we can let the healing begin and 

take a positive approach to involve them 
in the community and pass a message of 
peace and tolerance to society at large.”  

-Dr. Jaspreet Singh Batra

3  |  Legal Program Helps Vindicate Rights of Sikh Hate Crime Victims  Legal Program Helps Vindicate Rights of Sikh Hate Crime Victims  |  4



Texas Textbook Reform Catalyst For National Change 
After nearly six years of on-the-ground advocacy work led by the Sikh Coalition, the Texas Board of Education voted in 
late November to approve textbooks that have corrected over 50 inaccuracies about the Sikh faith and its relationship 
to history.   

This vote was the culmination of countless in-person meetings, emails, phone calls, lobbying, and hundreds of hours 
reviewing thousands of textbook pages to find and correct the inaccuracies. Some of the incredible mistakes that we cor-

rected include “[t]he religion is based on the Hindu 
devotion to Vishnu and the Muslim Sufis, or mys-
tics” and “Sikhism was an attempt to blend aspects 
of Hinduism and Islam.”   

The Sikh Coalition corrected these errors to now 
read, “Sikhism emerged in 1469 in Punjab, rising 
from the religious experiences and teaching of 
Guru Nanak. It is a unique, independent religion.”   

While the Sikh Coalition has worked with educa-
tors throughout the country to incorporate the study 
of Sikhism into the public school curriculum, we 
strategically invested long-term in Texas because 
many of the largest textbook manufacturers base 
their content on Texas. The Texas market for pur-
chasing books dwarfs almost every other state so 
what Texas decides for their classrooms could fol-
low in up to 46 states across the country. 

This means that the changes made in Texas pave the way for millions of children throughout the nation to accurately 
learn about Sikhism. 

In addition to six publishers making corrections, the three leading national publishers - Pearson Education, Houghton 
Mifflin Harcourt, and McGraw Hill Education - have all told the Sikh Coalition that they hope to continue working with us 
to ensure that their national books have accurate information about Sikhs going forward.

The Sikh Coalition works to create a widespread change in the way students learn about basic Sikh beliefs and practices 
in schools across the country. The Texas textbook 
victory in November was a monumental step in the 
right direction. 

“These corrections enable my children and the next 
generation to have a better chance to share and ex-
plain their faith. It also means understanding, which 
leads to a more conducive learning environment.”

-Manpreet K. Singh, attorney & mother of two Sikh boys 
attending elementary school in Houston
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The Sikh Coalition is determined to end school bullying so that all chil-
dren, including Sikh Americans, can enjoy a safe and healthy learning 
environment.  Although bullying has long been regarded as a rite of pas-
sage, there is an emerging movement in the United States to recognize 
it as a civil rights issue.  During the last year, we took several important 
steps to position our campaign for long-term success.

In March 2014, the Sikh Coalition released a new publication on school 
bullying, entitled Go Home Terrorist: A Report on Bullying Against Sikh 
American School Children.  The report was launched at a briefing on 
Capitol Hill hosted by the Congressional Anti-Bullying Caucus and was 
based on surveys conducted in California, Indiana, Massachusetts, and 
Washington State.  Consistent with earlier Sikh Coalition studies, our new 
report found that a majority of Sikh American children that we surveyed 
have experienced school bullying because of their religion.

Although these survey results are sobering, data collection is a neces-
sary step toward convincing government officials to take action.  Because 
of our new report and tireless advocacy this year, government officials in 
Fresno, California introduced an anti-bullying resolution, participated in 
a community forum on bullying, and even developed a bullying preven-
tion video in partnership with the Sikh Coalition that will be shown to ap-
proximately 200,000 students in 32 school districts in California’s Central 
Valley.

Stepping Up the Fight Against School Bullying After reviewing the report, 30 bipartisan members of the U.S. Congress also wrote letters urging the U.S. Department 
of Justice and U.S. Department of Education to strengthen protections against school bullying.  The letters specifically 
called on federal agencies to improve data collection for bullying incidents affecting targeted communities, and to com-
municate proactively with minority communities about free government resources that are available to prevent and ad-
dress school bullying.

Most recently, in response to direct feedback from Sikh Coalition supporters at a White House briefing, the U.S. Depart-
ment of Justice published a Punjabi-language fact sheet on bullying prevention.  Based on our research, Sikh American 
children experience high rates of bullying, but these incidents are usually not reported to authorities. In some cases, 
parents may not be aware that bullying is a civil rights issue, or that there are free resources available to address this 
problem. Over time, we believe the information in the new fact sheet will help bridge these gaps and empower our com-
munity to raise the profile and pushback harder than ever against bullying.

Although school bullying is the most common challenge facing our community, the Sikh Coalition is confident that this 
challenge will be overcome. This starts with resources and increasing awareness about how parents and children can 
report bullying. Additionally, we will continue to work with leaders to create a climate where our concerns on this issue 
can be heard.  In 2015, with your dasvandh, we will continue to build government support for anti-bullying measures and 
hold schools accountable if they fail to protect our children.

Drawing on Sikh community feedback at a White House 
policy briefing, the Justice Department has released a new 
Punjabi anti-bullying guide. 

ਯੂ. ਐਸ. iਡਪਾਰਟਮੈਂਟ ਆਫ ਜਸiਟਸ ਨੇ iਸੱਖ ਅਮਰੀਕੀ ਬੱiਚਆਂ 
ਨੂੰ ਬੁiਲੰਗ ਜਾਂ ਧੌਂਸ ਧੱਕੜ ਤੋਂ ਬਚਾਉਣ ਦੇ ਉਪਰਾiਲਆਂ ਬਾਰੇ ਅੱਜ 
ਪੰਜਾਬੀa iਵਚ ਇਕ ਦਸਤਾਵੇਜ ਜਾਰੀ ਕੀਤਾ।
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With your previous support, we were able to add staff in critical areas like media and communications, community 
outreach, social justice, education, and to support our growing volunteer base across the United States. 

The majority of our budget goes back into investing in a team that proudly serves you, while identifying new roles and 
talent required to respond to the challenges and opportunities that this work presents us. We thank you for making 
this possible. Here are the exciting hires we made in 2014: 

Harjit Kaur, Community Development Manager (Fremont, CA) leads program development and imple-
mentation for Bay Area youth and is responsible for community engagement efforts and education initia-
tives in California. 

Mark Reading-Smith, Senior Director, Media & Communications (Fremont, CA) manages the Sikh Coali-
tion’s media work and devising and implementing plans aimed at raising the profile of the Sikh Coalition 
and the Sikh community.

Harjeet Kaur, Legal Fellow (New York, NY) assists the legal team by providing legal services to victims 
of hate crimes, employment discrimination, public accommodations discrimination, and profiling. 

Jasjit Singh, Social Justice Fellow (New York, NY) works with government and community leaders to 
ensure that civil rights of Sikhs are protected equally alongside their fellow Americans. 

Winty Singh, Social Justice Fellow (Fremont, CA) provides support for the graduates of the Sikh Advo-
cate Academy, as well as hands-on support to California-wide educational initiatives. 

Building Staff Capacity Media Success: Elevating the Sikh Voice
From our school bullying, interfaith education, and hate crimes work to our military and 1984 anniversary campaigns, 
we saw the issues we work on that you care about emerge in media outlets across the country and across the world in 
2014. This is in addition to the dozens of Op-Eds staff, board members, and Advocates placed in newspapers across the 
country.  Now with a full time media and communications director on staff, we have the opportunity to be more targeted, 
strategic, and consistent in our media work.  We are excited about the growth and possibilities for our media strategy 
and look forward to raising the Sikh voice nationally. 

“Sikhs Fight Back 
Against New Penta-

gon Dress Code”

“Sikh Coalition 
blasts NYPD for 

turban bias against 
would-be cops”

“How Washington 
can support justice 
for the 1984 anti-

Sikh pogroms”

“U.S. Sikhs say mil-
itary’s ban on long 

hair and beards 
keeps them out”

“Texas Textbooks 
to Accurately Re-
flect Sikh Faith”
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In 2014, the Sikh Coalition moved closer to ending the ban on Sikh articles of faith in the U.S. Armed Forces.  After five 
years of sustained advocacy, we cracked the glass ceiling that prevents turbaned and bearded Sikh Americans from 
serving in the military.  At the same time, there is much work left before we can declare victory in our campaign for equal 
opportunity.

Unlike their counterparts in Canada, India, and the United Kingdom, Sikh Americans are generally not allowed to main-
tain their articles of faith in the U.S. Armed Forces.  Since these restrictive policies took effect in 1981, only three Sikhs – 
Maj. Kamaljeet Singh Kalsi, Capt. Tejdeep Singh Rattan, and Cpl. Simran Preet Singh Lamba – have received rare per-
mission to serve in the U.S. Army with their articles of faith.  Despite their achievements, including promotions, awards, 
and two successful deployments to Afghanistan, accommodations like these are neither permanent nor guaranteed, and 
can be taken away at any time.

On January 8, 2014, the Sikh Coalition partnered with the Becket Fund for Religious Liberty and the law firm McDermott 
Will & Emery to organize the first-ever Congressional briefing on Sikhs in the U.S. Armed Forces.  Coincidentally, two 
weeks later, the Pentagon released new guidelines that create a formal process allowing service members to request 
religious accommodations for articles of faith, including beards.

New Progress in Campaign to End Discrimination in the U.S. Military

Although the new guidelines are a step in the right direction, they contain 
major loopholes that must be corrected.  For example, under the new guide-
lines, current and future Sikh service members may be required to remove 
their turbans, cut their hair, and shave their beards in violation of their re-
ligion while their accommodation requests are pending.  This is unaccept-
able.

In response to the new guidelines, the Sikh Coalition significantly expanded 
Congressional support for Sikhs in the U.S. military. In March, 105 members 
of the U.S. House of Representatives sent a letter to Defense Secretary 
Chuck Hagel in support of the Sikh American community.  The following 
month, 15 members of the U.S. Senate also sent a letter to Secretary Hagel. 
The new letters more than doubled the amount of Congressional support 
our community has received on this issue since the Sikh Coalition began 
this campaign in 2009.  Notably, Sikh Coalition supporters sent over 2,600 
electronic petitions and 1,700 paper petitions to their members of Congress 
in support of this effort.

On April 25, 2014, the Pentagon’s Chaplain offered a sign of hope to the 
Sikh American community by hosting the first ever Vaisakhi celebration at 
the Pentagon. The solemn ceremony, which attracted military leaders, ser-
vice members and Pentagon civilian employees, focused on the importance 
of equality in the Sikh religious tradition and helped reduce ignorance about 
Sikhs.  In 2015, with equal opportunity as our guiding principle, we will con-
tinue to insist that Americans of all faiths, including Sikh Americans, be al-
lowed to serve in our nation’s military without encountering discriminatory 
loopholes.
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Reflecting on the Impact of AB1964

13  |  Reflecting on the Impact of AB1964 Reflecting on the Impact of AB1964  |  14

On October 8, 2012, California Governor Jerry Brown signed AB1964, or the California Workplace Religious Freedom 
Act (WRFA), into law. AB1964, which went into effect in January 2013, provides workers in California the nation’s stron-
gest protections against religious discrimination.  

The passage of this bill was a historic win for the civil rights community, and represents one of the most far-reaching 
victories in the Sikh Coalition’s history. Two years later, it is important to take stock of the impact it has had on Sikhs 
living in California: 

• Deputy Sheriff Harinder Kaur Khalsa was segregated to a non-uniformed desk job because of her turban.  Today, 
she wears her turban at work with her uniform.

• In 2012, Amandeep Singh’s testimony was critical to help passing AB1964. Two years later, Singh is at the start 
of his dream job, and enrolled at the police academy in Yuba County, California. 

• Correctional Officer Sukhvinder Singh Hundal served at the Yolo County Sheriff’s Office for 16 years without his 
turban and beard because of a strict uniform and grooming policy and weak anti-discrimination laws.  After be-
coming Amritdhari (an initiated Sikh) in 2013, the newly passed AB1964 gave him the confidence to practice his 
religion in the workplace.

• Officer Jaskirat Singh has worked for the Milpitas Police Department as a uniformed police officer since May 
2014. Singh is one of the only turbaned police officers on active duty in the country, but because of AB1964 he 
is guaranteed to not be the last. 

The Sikh Coalition fights for policy reforms at the local, state, and federal level because the results have an immediate 
and long-term impact on lives. The win in California is a model for other states, and we remain committed to your right 
to practice your religion everywhere.

“I want to be an inspiration to the youth, to let them 
know they can be Sikh and be a police officer here 
in the U.S.” 
– Officer Jaskirat Singh

“I believe AB1964 made it possible for me 
to continue a career in law enforcement 
while fully practicing my Sikh faith.” 
– Correctional Officer Sukhvinder Singh Hundal

“Being a police officer is an honorable career 
and a great way to serve and protect the 
public. I had been told that my Sikh articles 
of faith would prevent me from achieving my 
dream but no longer.” 
– Cadet Amandeep Singh

“It’s an honor for me to serve in law enforcement 
as a turbaned Sikh. This was made possible with 
the passing of AB1964 and of course God!” 
– Deputy Sheriff Harinder Kaur Khalsa



The Sikh Coalition’s legal team remains the go-to resource for Sikh community members when their right to carry their 
kirpan is threatened. While numerous cases are handled behind closed doors, some of that work from the past year 
includes: 

• Prabhu S. Khalsa was stopped by police officers in Santa Fe, New Mexico, where he was man-handled, hassled, 
threatened, and had his kirpan removed and thrown to the ground, after being denied entry to the annual Zozobra 
Festival.  After the Sikh Coalition filed a complaint, the Kiwanis Club of Santa Fe publicly apologized to Mr. Khalsa 
and the Santa Fe Police Department held Sikh Awareness training, presented by the Sikh Coalition.

• Maninder Singh was issued a criminal summons for carrying a kirpan through an airport security checkpoint at 
John F. Kennedy International Airport in violation of New York City Administrative Code § 10-133, which prohib-
its the carrying of knives with blade lengths of 4 inches or more. The Sikh Coalition represented him before the 
Queens Criminal Court and successfully obtained a dismissal of all charges.

• Immediately after Bhavjeet Singh underwent a heart 
procedure, he was verbally harassed by security per-
sonnel at Lankenau Medical Center in Wynnewood, 
Pennsylvania for carrying his kirpan.  The Sikh Coalition 
filed a complaint and the hospital promptly responded. 
Mr. Singh is now allowed to more freely carry his kirpan 
at the hospital, has a wallet size card explaining its re-
ligious significance, and was issued an apology.  The 
Sikh Coalition also re-trained the hospital staff on work-
ing with Sikh patients.

Advancing Kirpan Rights Nationwide
“In a moment of defenselessness, I found myself flat on my back 
and groggy, accosted for attempting to maintain my religious 
obligation. In the wake of such an event, who seeks justice for 
those who would carry Sri Sahib [kirpan], in seeking justice for 
others? Indeed, my sisters and brothers at the Sikh Coalition.” 
– Bhavjeet Singh

“I am extremely grateful to the Sikh Coalition for helping me get 
the criminal charges dismissed! Their excellent representation 
could have ended there, but the Legal Team also worked 
diligently over the course of two months to help locate my kirpans 
and help me get them back after they were seized by airport 
security officials. This process involved going through extensive 
bureaucratic red tape but they were committed that my articles 
of faith should not remain in some shelf in a warehouse. I am 
positive this outcome wouldn’t have been possible without the 
help of the Sikh Coalition. I urge all Sikhs to reach out for help 
whenever they need it.” 
-Maninder Singh

Do you wear a kirpan? Know your rights. Get a copy of our 
Kirpan Guide and kirpan fact sheets, available online at www.
sikhcoalition.org/kirpan. Need further assistance, please contact 
legal@sikhcoalition.org for more information.
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Sikhism and the Sikh Kirpan Fact Sheet 
What is Sikhism?
Sikhism is the fifth largest world religion, with over 25 
million followers.  Sikhs maintain five articles of faith to 
bind them to the beliefs of the religion, which include 
advocating for equality and justice, engaging in selfless 
seva (community service), and remembering God at all 
times.

What are the Sikh Articles of Faith?
Initiated Sikhs are required to carry/maintain at all times: kesh (unshorn hair covered by a turban), kara 
(steel bracelet), kanga (small wooden comb), kacchera (undershorts), and a kirpan (a blade).  Taken 
together, the five articles of faith signify an individual’s commitment to the Sikh faith and to the highest 
ideals of love and service to humanity. 

What is a Kirpan? 
•	A kirpan is a mandatory Sikh article of faith.  It is carried by Amritdhari 

(initiated) Sikhs at all times.  The word “kirpan” comes from two Punjabi 
words: ‘Kirpa’ means an act of kindness, a favor; and ‘Aan’ means honor 
and self- respect.

•	A kirpan is a blade that resembles a knife.  Kirpans are typically sheathed 
and worn with a gatra (a strap) underneath clothing. 

•	The kirpan obligates a Sikh to the ideals of generosity, compassion and 
service to humanity. It acts as a reminder to its bearer of a Sikh’s solemn 
duty to protect the weak and promote justice for all.

•	The kirpan also plays an important role in Sikh ritual practice. Kirpans 
are featured prominently in ceremonies marking major life events, 
including religious initiation (amrit sanchar), marriage (anand karaj), 
and death (antim sanskar). In congregational settings, a kirpan is touched 
to the parshad (sweet pudding) to indicate the grace of the Guru and then 
distributed for consumption.

Kirpan (above and below)

The Sikh Coalition is a community-based organization that works towards the realization of civil 
and human rights for all people. The Sikh Coalition’s Legal Program defends and safeguards religious 
freedom by providing essential legal services to victims of hate crimes, employment, discrimination, 
public accommodations discrimination, profiling and other forms of discrimination. 

What are some examples of Kirpan accommodations made in the U.S.?
•	 In 2012, the U.S. Department of Homeland Security Federal Protective Service (FPS) instituted a 

kirpan accommodation policy that facilitates the entry of kirpan-wearing Sikhs into the 9,000+ federal 
buildings that FPS secures.

•	The White House, the Hart Senate Building, the Federal Bureau of Investigation, the U.S. Department 
of Justice, and the California State Capitol Building in Sacramento have all provided accommodations 
to kirpan-carrying Sikhs. 

•	Many large employers, including AT&T, Boeing, and the International Monetary Fund, have also 
provided kirpan accommodations to Sikhs.

For more information about Sikh kirpans, please contact the Sikh Coalition at legal@sikhcoalition.org. To 
learn more about kirpans and kirpan accomodations, please visit www.sikhcoalition.org/kirpan-factsheet. 



The Sikh Coalition’s Legal Program continues to protect the rights of Sikh air passengers by filing individual complaints 
with the Transportation Security Administration. We are pleased to report that these complaints are making a positive 
difference in holding the TSA accountable for airport screening violations.

In one such complaint, Sikh air passenger Mr. Daman Deep Singh, a member of the TSA PreP™ Program, was sec-
ondarily screened in violation of standard operating procedures at the Dallas/Fort-Worth International Airport (DFW). 
Despite clearing the initial metal detector, Mr. Singh was forced to submit to a self-pat down of his turban. When his 
hand swab test resulted in a “nuisance alarm,” the TSA made him remove his turban. After the Sikh Coalition filed a 
complaint on Mr. Singh’s behalf, the TSA Office of Civil 
Rights & Liberties Division in Washington D.C. imme-
diately flew its team to DFW and launched an inves- t i-
gation, which concluded that Mr. Singh had been in-
appropriately secondarily screened.  

This incident led to a nation-wide re-training program 
for TSA officers regarding screening of turbaned Sikh 
TSA PreP™ passengers and an apology to Mr. Singh. 

Another way we continue to hold the TSA accountable is through the great success of our updated FlyRights2 smart-
phone application. The data from these reports is instrumental in alerting the TSA, Department of Homeland Security  
and members of Congress about air passenger screening violations and identifying problem airports. This ground-
breaking use of technology is critial to our advocacy work and we remain committed to thinking through new and excit-
ing ways to use technology as a tool for educating policymakers and assisting community members.

TSA Held Accountable Through Individual Complaints

“I have traveled numerous times 
after that incident and have clearly 
noticed a shift in TSA practices. I 
sincerely thank the Sikh Coalition for 
providing Sikhs a solid legal platform 
to address religious discrimination!” 

-Daman Deep Singh

For the third year in a row, the Sikh Coalition partnered with the White House Initiative on Asian Americans and Pacific 
Islanders and the White House Office of Public Engagement to hold a briefing at the White House on Sikh civil rights 
issues. 
Over 100 activists from around the country attended the briefing, including advocates from all four Advocate Academies. 
The briefing included presentations by senior administration leadership from within the White House, Department of Jus-
tice, the Transportation Security Agency, and a keynote speech by Kiran Ahuja, Executive Director of the White House 
Initiative on Asian Americans and Pacific Islanders. 
Each agency presentation was met with engaging questions and suggestions from community members. Participants 
requested that the Department of Justice translate its key bullying prevention materials into Punjabi. The DOJ agreed to 
do so and those materials were publicly released in October of this year. 

Third Annual White House Policy Briefing  

We encourage the community to continue to hold the TSA accountable and file complaints of airport screening violations through 
our FlyRights phone application or by contacting our Legal Program at legal@sikhcoalition.org. 

17  |  Third Annual White House Policy Briefing TSA Held Accountable Through Individual Complaints  |  18



We continued to advance the interests of the Sikh community and all 
Americans by filing amici briefs in two major religious discrimination cases 
to be decided by the U.S. Supreme Court.  Amicus briefs bring to a court’s 
attention a matter that has not already been raised and may considerably 
aid the court in making its decision.  

In Equal Employment Opportunity Commission v. Abercrombie & Fitch Stores, a hijab-wear-
ing Muslim woman was denied a job at Abercrombie because her hijab conflicted with its 
“Look Policy.” Abercrombie won in the lower court after it claimed that the applicant failed to 
provide explicit notice that she needed a religious accommodation. We joined other groups 
and conferenced with the Office of the Solicitor General to urge it to appeal the lower court’s 
controversial decision. The Solicitor General’s Office agreed and filed an appeal with the 
Supreme Court. The Sikh Coalition joined an amicus brief filed by the General Conference 
of Seventh-day Adventists, urging the high court to overturn the lower court’s decision, cit-
ing the case’s potential for impact with Sikh applicants and employees. The Supreme Court 
granted the petition to review the case and oral arguments are set for next year.

In Holt v. Hobbs, the Sikh Coalition, represented by Sidney Austin LLP, filed an amicus brief with the U.S. Supreme Court 
in support of an Arkansas Muslim prisoner who wanted to maintain a religious beard in violation of the prison’s grooming 
policies.  The lower court ruled against the prisoner, citing safety concerns.  The Sikh Coalition’s brief urged the Supreme 
Court to consider the impact grooming policies have on the religious rights of Sikh prisoners and acknowledge other 
cases where Sikh prisoners have been successfully accommodated. The Supreme Court will issue a decision next year.

Weighing In On Supreme Court Religious Discrimination Cases

The Sikh Coalition has long been committed to building relationships with other religious communities and just over a 
year ago, we hired Simran Jeet Singh to our staff team to take this commitment to another level.

• We partnered with the Presbyterian Church (USA) to organize a series of five 
dialogues in New York City called “Neighbor and Neighborhood.” The Church 
featured this program in its highly circulated magazine, Presbyterians Today, 
and also invited our Executive Director, Sapreet Kaur, to provide an interfaith 
greeting and share stories about the Sikh American experience at the Presbyte-
rian Church General Assembly watched live by more than 16,000 people. 

• Last December, the Human Rights Commission of the City of Yonkers honored 
the work of the Sikh Coalition at its 50th Anniversary Breakfast. This event al-
lowed us to share the Sikh experience in America with government officials, 
community leaders, and human rights activists. 

• We partnered with the Tony Blair Faith Foundation in their Faith to Face Series 
to speak with students from India, Pakistan, and the UAE. Our session was 
entitled “Human Rights: Talking Back to Hate” and was organized by the United 
Religions Initiative. 

Over the past year, we have made a sustained effort to help educate our neighbors about Sikhi through these channels, 
while also dedicating more time to doing this through media platforms. In the past year, we have placed nearly two-
dozen Op-Eds or essays that focus on the Sikh faith. Combined with the positive impact these interfaith relationships 
have had on our work, this effort provides a brighter future for our interfaith endeavors.  

Building Bridges: Interfaith Relationships Translate To Action & 
Results 

SARBAT DHA BHALA
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To ensure that these issues reached a wider audience through the mainstream media, the Sikh Coalition published five 
articles in major American publications this year to create awareness about human rights abuses in India, including the 
Washington Post, Time Magazine, The Daily Beast, and The Hill.
Recognizing the importance of community engagement, the Sikh Coalition hosted a panel discussion at our office featur-
ing Sikhs who directly experienced violence or lost loved ones in 1984.  In addition, we partnered with student associa-
tions at Columbia University and George Washington University on public workshops featuring Manoj Mitta, an Indian 
author who has written extensively about government complicity and impunity for mass state violence in India.
Thanks to the generosity of a group of donors, the Sikh Coalition has funded several creative initia-
tives through the “Connecting with 1984” Small Grants Pool including special events, exhibitions, 
documentation projects and publications.  One of these initiatives is the 1984 Living History Project, 
an online repository of videos by individuals whose lives were affected by 1984. This project will 
help ensure that the true history of 1984 is preserved for generations to come.  The Sikh Coalition 
also sponsored a production of Kultar’s Mime, a play based on a poem about the 1984 pogroms. 
Although none of this work can erase the pain endured by those who lost their dignity or loved ones in 1984 and the fol-
lowing years, the Sikh Coalition believes it is vital for the Sikh community and its worldwide allies to preserve the history 
of 1984 and continue the battle for justice so that these crimes are never repeated or forgotten.

Thirty Years Later – Connecting with 1984 
In 2014, the Sikh Coalition initiated and sponsored a series of projects to commemorate the 30th anniversary of the 1984 
anti-Sikh massacres in India.  
Thirty years ago, Sikhs in India experienced a series of tragedies, including a military assault on Darbar Sahib (popularly 
known as the Golden Temple) and dozens of other Gurdwaras, suspension of civil liberties in Punjab, and government-
organized massacres throughout India.  These upheavals resulted in the deaths of thousands of civilians and set the 
stage for a decade of torture, disappearances, and extrajudicial killings in Punjab.  Unlike other crimes against human-
ity, these atrocities are largely unknown to the outside world, even as Sikhs in India continue to peacefully struggle to 
achieve justice. 
To support the cause of justice, the Sikh Coalition organized a Congressional briefing this year on the November 1984 
anti-Sikh pogroms.  The briefing was hosted by the Tom Lantos Human Rights Commission in the U.S. Congress and 
featured a screening of the Widow Colony, a groundbreaking documentary that amplifies the voices of widows who lost 
loved ones during the massacres.  Attendees included several Congressional staffers and representatives from the U.S. 
Department of State.  The Sikh Coalition also partnered with Ensaaf and Human Rights Watch on a letter to President 
Obama urging him to prioritize human rights in his administration’s engagement with India.
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In 2014, the California State Legislature once again passed a statewide resolution (ACR 147) recognizing Sikh Ameri-
can Awareness and Appreciation Month. State Superintendent Tom Torlakson sent a letter to all California County and 
District Superintendents encouraging them to “observe California Sikh American Awareness and Appreciation Month by 
conducting appropriate exercises to promote awareness of the contributions of Sikh Americans.” The Sikh Coalition has 
continued to work with local community members across the state of California on projects that raise awareness about 
the Sikh community. Through these efforts, in 2013, we were able to provide awareness to 3.5 million Californians. In 
2014, we were able to accomplish the following projects, bringing our outreach to over 5 million Californians:

• The Fresno County Office of Education created an educational video about Sikhs for 32 school districts, which will 
be used to educate students about Sikh history and beliefs in the area and beyond.

• Sikh Awareness presentations were delivered to almost 1,000 individuals across California in schools, law enforce-
ment agencies, community organizations and prisons.

• 16 Sikh Awareness resolutions and proclamations were passed in the cities of San Joaquin, Lathrop, Tracy, Ceres, 
Manteca, Modesto, Elk Grove, Bakersfield, San Jose, Santa Clara, Santa Ana, and Los Angeles, in addition to 
the Fresno County Office of Education, Elk Grove Unified School District and West Contra Costa County School 
District and a campus-wide resolution at California State University, Fresno.

• NPR’s KQED published a piece about Sikh American women in California.

Sikh Awareness & Appreciation Month Reaches 5 Million Californians

• Close to two dozen libraries displayed Sikh books, posters and other educational information in both public and 
school libraries reaching thousands of Californians.

• A film screening of “Waking in Oak Creek” and a discussion about the community response to the 2012 attack on 
the Gurdwara in Oak Creek, Wisconsin was co-hosted by California State University, Fresno.

• Empowerment and Sikh awareness workshops were held for both Sikh parents and Khalsa School students at the 
San Jose Gurdwara.

• An Educator’s event, co-hosted with the Fremont Unified School District superintendent, was held in the Bay Area.
• Engagement with government officials to disseminate information about Sikhs with their constituents. 
• Campus events promoting Sikh Awareness at various colleges and universities.
• Dissemination of Punjabi-language information to community members about Sikh Awareness Month.
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The Sikh Coalition launched an inaugural series of panels and discussions aimed at 
examining where the Sikh community still has work to do towards achieving gender 
equality, while also providing forums for Sikh girls and women to share their thoughts 
on a host of important issues. 

“The Sikh Women in Contemporary America” panels in New York City and Camp Char-
di Kala in Bloomington, New York brought together a distinguished and diverse group 
of Sikh female leaders from across America who shared their own personal and pro-
fessional journeys that engaged each audience in a thought-provoking dialogue on the 
challenges Sikh women face in America and abroad. 

The leaders spoke of the challenges they face in all areas of their professional and 
personal lives and the importance of raising empowered Sikh girls and gender-ed-
ucated, empathetic Sikh boys to combat inequality. The discussions also examined 
how women can overcome stereotypes and the critically important issue of violence 
against women and the work still required to change the culture within our community 
that often looks the other way.  

The Sikh Coalition also held four “Her Name is Kaur” book club discussions in Fresno, 
CA, San Francisco, CA, Los Angeles, CA, and New York City, NY to highlight the first 
book ever to share the stories of a diverse group of Sikh American women.

These book clubs allowed authors the opportunity to share their behind-the-scenes 
thoughts on love, life, faith and courage and interact with readers on the broader is-
sues addressed in the collection. We applaud editor Meeta Kaur for this bold and im-
portant book and the critical discussions it has stimulated within the Sikh community.

Commitment to Gender Equality & Elevating the Kaur Voice
Through these forums, the Sikh Coalition is bringing increased awareness to gender inequities, while connecting Sikh 
female role models to the broader Sikh community. We must have these important conversations and we are thrilled to 
highlight so many extraordinary Sikh female leaders. These programs were incredibly successful in their first year and 
with the support of the community we are committed to continuing this important work in the years ahead.

“As Kaurs, we are often 
silenced. I have seen the 

culture of ‘don’t speak 
and don’t interfere,’ and it 

is systemic.” 
- Manmeet Kaur

“Over 500 years ago, Guru Nanak Dev Ji , the founder of Sikhism, said all people, all women and 
men, are equal.  Unfortunately, we fast forward to today and we have not yet met that aspiration in 
everyday life. Through these forums, we look forward to bringing increased awareness to gender 
inequities and encourage Sikhs to advocate for change.”

 - Sapreet Kaur, Executive Director, Sikh Coalition
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Earlier in June, we launched the fourth year of the Sikh Advocate Academy, which remains a core component to enhanc-
ing the Sikh American community’s fight for civil rights at both the local and national level. This year we brought onboard 
ten new Advocates, which brings our total to over 40 across the country. The Advocates spent a week with the Sikh 
Coalition staff in lectures and training that focused on government engagement, media engagement, and community 
engagement in Washington D.C.   

While the success stories of the Sikh Advocate Academy in its first three years have been well-documented, some of the 
most recent highlights in these early months of the fourth Academy include: 

• Bullying surveys in Durham, NC (Keerat Kaur); Virginia (2 separate surveys -- Hari Simran Khalsa, Meher Malik).
• CA Sikh Awareness Month proclamations or resolutions in Ceres, CA and Modesto, CA (Ameet Birring); Santa Ana 

(Vincent Tran).
• Sikh awareness presentations and panels in Atlanta, GA and Canada (Gulwant Singh).
• Day of Seva events: Phoenix, AZ (Permpreet Singh); Modesto, CA (Ameet Birring); Durham, NC (Keerat Kaur); 

Queens, NY (Aneesa Baboolal); Atlanta, GA (Gulwant Singh); Orange County (Vincent Tran).

This pipeline of talent and enthusiasm continues to inspire each of us at the Sikh Coalition. We are confident that what 
we have started to build through the Advocate Academy program is the vehicle for sustained impact and meaningful 
change in communities all over the country.  

The Sikh Coalition Advocate Academy 

“I believe it is really, really imperative to have the Sikh 
Advocate Academy to give Sikhs that have been through 
issues, that have grown up in certain communities an 
opportunity to learn how to advocate different issues and 
really enact change both within their own communities and 
the community at large.”  

- Meher Malik [Virginia], 2014 Volunteer Advocate
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A key to our long-term success is linked to investing resources in the incredible leadership and talent that exists in our 
young leaders within the Sikh community. 

For the third year in a row, we celebrated another yearlong Junior Sikh Coalition (JSC) program in New York City with 17 
new members from the tri-state area.  While the 2014-2015 team began with an exciting weeklong intensive leadership 
training, the 2013-2014 team left us with an incredible series of accomplishments: 

• Received media coverage in outlets like ABC News and CUNY TV. 
• Participated in an NBC News Education Student Town Hall. 
• Presented numerous Know Your Rights on Bullying and Nirbhau Nirvair art workshops to youth across the tri-state area. 
• Informed New Yorkers about Sikhi at the 2014 Sikh Day Parade and volunteered for Surat Initiative’s Turban Day. 
• Engaged with the New York Attorney General’s Office and piloted an anti-bullying system with the Bridg-iT team.
• Competed in the Interfaith Center’s Debate in the Neighborhood. 
• Volunteered at the ING NYC Marathon 2013. 
• Participated in Surat Fauj’s 5K and the 118th Sikh Cultural Society’s Vaisakhi 5K.

All of this was done in addition to the rigorous social justice, advocacy, and civil activ-
ism training that members received while being part of the JSC program. In just three 
short years, we have witnessed 48 youth participate and remain active in numerous 
areas of our work. 

The pool of applicants for the Sikh Advocate Academy and the Junior Sikh Coalition 
grows more competitive each year, and the contributions that these exceptional appli-
cants make to the Sikh Coalition and in their communities is already a ten-fold return 
on our initial investment in the program. 

Learning to Lead: The Junior Sikh Coalition 

“The Junior Sikh Coalition prepares Sikh youth to 
go out into the world and make a change. Through 
the weekly meetings and the workshops we have 
led over the last two years, I have acquired skills 
that have enhanced my work ethic, made me 
more efficient, taught me leadership, but most 
importantly instilled in me how to be a good human 
being. Each year as our team grows, we hope to 
achieve even more and have a greater impact.”
-Prabjoot Kaur Lally, Junior Sikh Coalition member
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Two years ago, on August 5, 2012, a gunman with Neo-Nazi ties entered the Oak Creek Gurdwara in Wisconsin and 
killed six innocent worshippers, injuring several others. This remains one of the most lethal attacks on an American 
house of worship since the 1963 bombing of the 16th Street Baptist Church. 

Inspired by the Oak Creek community’s resilience and commitment to honoring and remembering Paramjit Kaur Saini, 
Sita Singh, Ranjit Singh, Prakash Singh, Suveg Singh Khattra, and Satwant Singh Kaleka, the Sikh Coalition partnered 
with Sikh communities nationwide for the second annual National Day of Seva to pay tribute to the Oak Creek commu-
nity.  Some of the dozens of local initiatives included:

• In Atlanta, GA, sevadaars partnered with Lift Up Atlanta, and packed school supplies for children and toiletries for 
survivors of domestic violence. 

• In Bakersfield, CA, sevadaars partnered with Riders of America, and served langar at a local homeless shelter. 
• In Detroit, MI, sevadaars partnered with Kids Against Hunger and packed 20,000 meals. 
• In Durham, NC, sevadaars partnered with a food bank to host a food drive. 
• In Ft. Wayne, IN, the Sikh community planned small events, including a rose planting over six days. 
• In Houston, TX, sevadaars packed meals for the homeless. 
• In Modesto, CA, sevadaars hosted three projects – preparing langar in partnership with SEVA, park clean up, and 

a Habitat for Humanity project. 
• In New York City, NY, over 70 sevadaars cleaned Morningside Park. 
• In Phoenix, AZ, sevadaars partnered with the Sun Devils Are Better Together, Arizona Interfaith Movement and 

ASU Project Humanities to host a week-long food and school supplies drive.
• In Orange County, CA, sevadaars partnered with the OC Food Bank and hosted a food drive. 
• In Sacramento, CA, sevadaars partnered with Sacramento South Asian Bar Association and Land Park Volunteer 

Corps to clean up William Land Park.
• In Santa Clara, CA, sevadaars partnered with Kids Against Hunger and Silicon Valley Gurdwara to pack 10,000 meals. 
• In San Francisco, CA, sevadaars partnered with SEVA and prepared langar for the homeless.

Remembering Oak Creek Through Seva
National Day of Seva has taken root in dozens of cities all across America and the Sikh Coalition remains committed to 
partnering and supporting communities every August 5th to honor the lives lost in Oak Creek, to selflessly serve, and to 
take the day as an opportunity to educate the broader public on Sikhi. 
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This year, the Sikh Coalition hosted two large-scale community events in support of our work: the fourth annual Bay 
Area 5K for the 5Ks, and the fifth annual New York City Bowl-a-thon. Both events represented the ongoing commitment 
of the Sikh community to celebrating the progress we have made in our shared work together, while making renewed 
commitments to the understanding that there is still so much work to be done. 

These events were incredibly fun and enormously successful with over 850 participants and over $116,000 raised. We 
are truly grateful for the sangat’s efforts and commitment to further this work. 

The Sikh Coalition would like to thank all of the volunteers who led the effort in helping to bring these events together. 
It’s only with the support of the incredibly dedicated sevadaars that we can continue this work, and neither event would 
have been possible without them. 

We would also like to thank our sponsors for their generous support and commitment. This year’s sponsors were: 

Community Events Celebrate Progress & Achievement on 
Both Coasts
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50 Broad Street, Suite 1537 
New York, NY 10004

What is freedom worth to you?  This full-time, high-impact organization is working day and night to protect 
your right to practice Sikhi.  Your financial support will ensure that the Sikh flag continues to fly high!

Please Donate Today!


