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June 1, 2020

To:  Assistant District Attorney Joseph Wasserman, Jefferson and Gilpin Counties
500 Jefferson County Parkway
District Attorney Building
Golden, CO 80401
Via Email: Jwasserm@jeffco.us

Detective Hector Valenzuela, Lakewood County Police Department
445 S. Allison Pkway

Lakewood, CO 80226

Via Email: Hecval@lakewoodco.org

Re: Additional Information Regarding People of The State of Colorado vs. Breemen, Eric
(case No. 2020CR1821(District))

Dear Mr. Wasserman and Detective Valenzuela,

I write to you in my capacity as the Legal Director for the Sikh Coalition on behalf of our client,
Mr. Lakhwant Singh (“Mr. Singh”), who was a victim of violent crime at the hands of Eric
Breeman (“Defendant”) under Jefferson County case No. 2020CR1821(District), and Lakewood
County Police Department case No. LK201650. The Defendant is also charged under case Nos.
LK2016544 and LK2016579 for additional crimes he committed subsequent to attacking Mr.
Singh on April 29, 2020. Mr. Singh retained our organization to assist in advocating for his position
during the pendency of this criminal matter; to act as a liaison between law enforcement and him
for purposes of translation and advocacy of his rights, including the filing of appropriate charges;
and to represent the Sikh community’s interests in providing cultural competence and religious
awareness training and information to assist both your offices in recognizing the significance of
the bias motivating factors present in the crime he suffered.

By way of background, the Sikh Coalition is the largest Sikh civil rights organization in the United
States, and is a community-based organization that defends civil rights and civil liberties in the
United States, educates the broader community about Sikhs and diversity, and fosters civic
engagement amongst Sikh-Americans. The Sikh Coalition owes its existence in large part to the
effort to combat uninformed discrimination and bias against Sikh-Americans after September 11,
2001. In addition, the Sikh Coalition works with government agencies, including police and
prosecutors’ offices across the country, to provide cultural competency training and provide
context for the inclusion of bias motivating factors in criminal prosecutions where warranted.

I. Factual Background
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As you are aware, Mr. Singh was the victim of a heinous crime on April 29, 2020, when Defendant
arrived at Two Angels Liquors, which Mr. Singh owns with his wife, and began harassing the
couple. The store has a security camera with footage of this incident, which can be provided to
your offices if you do not already have it. Initially, the Defendant entered the store and started
picking up items in an agitated manner. He then began using profanity, including telling the Singhs
to, “go back to your country, you motherfucker!” The Defendant then damaged numerous items
of property within the store. Luckily, the Singhs had recently placed a plexi-glass window on their
counter in observance of COVID-19 safety standards, and were not easily accessible to the
Defendant. They repeatedly asked him to leave and he finally did. Mr. Singh then went outside to
the store’s parking lot to take a photo of the Defendant’s license plate, at which time the Defendant
was further enraged and used his vehicle to hit Mr. Singh, causing him to fly up into the air and
land back down several feet away, inflicting significant injuries including a broken pelvis
necessitating surgery and injuries to his arms, legs, head and across his body. Mrs. Singh
immediately called the police and it was later communicated to Mr. Singh by police officers that
the Defendant admitted he believed at the time he attacked the Singhs that Mr. Singh, who is an
observant Sikh and maintains his religious articles of faith, was some “old Arab guy.”

I1. Background on Sikhism and its Religious Articles of Faith

Sikhism is the world’s fifth largest organized religion. There are approximately 26 million Sikhs
around the world with over 500,000 here in the United States. The founder of the Sikh faith,
Guru Nanak, was born in 1469 in Punjab, India. His teachings, as well as the teachings of nine
successive Gurus, form the basis of the Sikh religion. The Sikh religion is monotheistic,
believing in one God that is all loving, all pervading, and eternal. This God of love is obtained
through grace and sought by service to humankind. Guru Nanak rejected the caste system, and
declared all human beings, including women, to be equal. He taught that God was universal to all
—not limited to any religion, nation, race, color, or gender.

Sikhs wear an external uniform to unify and bind them to the beliefs of the religion and to
remind them of their commitment to Sikh teachings at all times. Unlike some other faiths where
only the clergy are in uniform, all observant Sikhs are required to wear external articles of faith.
These articles of faith, such as unshorn hair (kesk) and the turban, distinguish a Sikh and have
deep spiritual significance. Although all of the articles of faith are important, maintaining
unshorn kesh covered with a turban is one of the primary means through which most Sikhs
practice their faith. Maintaining kesh unshorn is rooted in the Sikh belief that hair is a divine gift;
thus, maintaining it unshorn is considered living in harmony with the will of God. The Rehat
Maryada (the Sikh religious code of conduct) explicitly forbids cutting or shaving hair —
including facial and body hair — and doing so weakens a Sikh’s connection to God and to the
Sikh religious community.! In short, maintaining uncut hair is an essential part of the Sikh way
of life; one cannot be an observant Sikh without it.

! The Rehat Maryada outlines the requirements for practicing the Sikh way of life. It mandates that a Sikh must
maintain their hair unshorn and wear a turban. See Ch. 10, Art. 16(t), translated by W.H. McLeod: Textual Sources
for the Study of Sikhism, Manchester University Press, 1984, p. 79-86.
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Unlike a Christian cross or a hat, the turban must always cover an observant Sikh’s head. Sikhs
consider the turban to be a precious gift from their prophet and many wash their hands before
they begin to tie it. The turban reminds a Sikh of his or her duty to maintain and uphold the core
beliefs of the Sikh faith, which include working hard and honestly, sharing with the needy, and
promoting the equality of all humankind. When a Sikh ties a turban, the turban ceases to be just a
piece of cloth and becomes one and the same with the Sikh's head.

III.  Hate Crimes and Bias Against Sikhs in the United States

Sikhs were the victims of hundreds of bias-motivated crimes in the aftermath of the tragic events
of September 11, 2001. They suffered verbal harassment, damage to property, beatings, and even
murder. Relative to other minorities, Sikhs were disproportionately targeted for discrimination
because they wear turbans and maintain unshorn hair in accordance with their faith. Despite the
passage of almost two decades since the 9/11 terrorist attacks, hate crimes and bias incidents
continue to plague the Sikh American community. Sikhs continue to be disproportionately
targeted for hate crimes and bias-based harassment. The rise of hate crimes and bias incidents
against Sikh Americans was so great that in 2015 the FBI began officially tracking them.
According to the Federal Bureau of Investigation’s annual report of hate crime statistics for 2018
(the most recent year of report), while hate crimes remained relatively steady nationally, reported
anti-Sikh hate crimes rose by 200 percent since 2017.2 Sikhs are the third most targeted religious
group in hate crimes behind the Jewish and Muslim communities. Even so, these numbers are
likely grossly underreported as they do not account for the number of cases which were never
reported to police or prosecutors in the first place; cases which law enforcement agencies or
prosecutors’ offices failed to investigate or appropriately charge as hate crimes; and cases which
the individual law enforcement agencies failed to share with the FBI entirely.?

In most of those bias incidents, attackers specifically target the Sikhs because of their skin color
and religious articles of faith turban, or because they have misidentified them as Muslims.* For
example:

« On September 15, 2001, Balbir Singh Sodhi, a Sikh gas station owner and Mesa,
Arizona resident, became the first 9/11 backlash fatality after he was shot by a
man who “wanted to kill a Muslim.”

« In October 2016, the Contra Costa County District Attorney’s Office filed assault
and hate crime charges in a case where a Sikh was brutally assaulted while he was
stopped in his car at an intersection. The attackers got out of their truck and
attacked him through his open car window — they knocked off his turban, hit his

2 See Federal Bureau of Investigations, Department of Justice, 2018 Hate Crime Statistics, available at
https://ucr.fbi.gov/hate-crime/2018/topic-pages/victims (2018).

3 See Id.

4 See, e.g., Jerome Socolovsky, Sikhs Seen as ‘Hate Crime’ Targets in US, Voice of America (May 31, 2013),
available at https://www.voanews.com/usa/sikhs-seen-hate-crime-targ
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head repeatedly, shouted “cut his f—g hair”, pulled his head out of the window,
and forcibly cut his hair with a knife.>

e On May 27,2011, a man pled guilty to a federal civil rights charge for an assault
on a Sikh college student who was working for a pizza delivery service in Odessa,
Texas. The defendant admitted that he assaulted the victim on June 6, 2009, after
the victim delivered a pizza to an Odessa apartment complex’s swimming pool.
The defendant made offensive remarks to the Sikh man, who wears a turban and
beard, including calling him “Osama.” He then shoved him into the pool and
repeatedly pushed him back into the pool as he tried to climb out.

e On June 7,2011, two men were sentenced in connection with a hate attack against
a Sikh turban- wearing taxi driver near Sacramento, California. The two men had
directed slurs at the driver, accused him of being a Muslim, and punched him
numerous times on November 28, 2010. The driver suffered multiple cuts, a
fracture of the orbital bone in his face and spinal fractures as a result of the attack.

e On March 4, 2011, two turban-wearing elderly Sikh men out for a walk were
fatally gunned down in Elk Grove, CA. The Sikh community remains convinced
that the shooting was a hate crime given the men’s religious appearance and lack
of any other apparent motive. Despite significant press coverage of the crime,
political attention, the FBI’s involvement, and a large reward, no arrests have
been made.

e On August 5, 2012, the Sikh community fell victim to a mass shooting when a
white supremacist marched into a Sikh Gurdwara (house of worship) in Oak
Creek, Wisconsin and killed six worshippers and critically injured several others.
The FBI concluded that the shooting was a hate crime and an act of domestic
terrorism.

e [n 2013, an 82-year-old turbaned Sikh man in Fresno, CA was beat mercilessly
with a steel rod by an attacker on the street who shouted bias-based comments.

e In 2013, in Daytona Beach, FL, a turbaned Sikh man, on his way home from work
at his liquor store, accompanied by his 14-year-old son, was shot multiple times in
his vehicle while driving over a bridge. Because the Sikh man wears a turban, the
police suspect the incident was a hate crime although the attacker remains at
large.

e On September 21, 2013, in New York City, Dr. Prabhjot Singh, a Columbia
University professor, was attacked by a large group of teenagers who shouted “get
Osama” and "terrorist" as they surrounded him on bicycles, pulling his beard and
punching him. Dr. Singh was hospitalized with displaced teeth, severe bruising

and swelling, a small puncture in his elbow, and a possible fracture in his lower
jaw.

> Frances Kai-Hwa Wang, Hate Crime Charges Filed in Attack on California Sikh Man, NBC News (October 14,
2016), available at https://www.nbcnews.com/news/asian-america/hate-crime-charges-filed-attackcalifornia-sikh-
man-n666651.
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e On September 12, 2013, a man approached Gurpreet Singh Sodhi in New York
City and knocked his turban off. The man was later charged with assault and
sentenced to community service hours with the Sikh Coalition.

e In August 2014, Sandeep Singh, a Sikh father in New York City, was seriously
injured when a driver in a pickup truck ran him over on a public street in Queens
and dragged him for 30 feet. Only moments earlier, the driver had used racial
slurs against Sandeep, calling him a “terrorist” and telling him to “go back to your
country.” The NYPD later arrested the driver, charging him with a hate crime and
attempted murder.

e Also in August 2014, Dr. Jaspreet Singh Batra was assaulted on Roosevelt Island,
New York City, in front of his mother. Dr. Batra was walking to dinner when a
group of teenagers approached him, called him “Osama bin Laden" and attacked
him.

e On September 8, 2015, Inderjit Mukker - a turbaned Sikh taxi driver from Darien,
IL - was attacked through his open car window after pulling over to the side of the
69th Avenue in Darien while the attacker yelled “go back to your country!” and
“bin Laden” at him. Mr. Mukker sustained significant physical injuries and the
offender was charged with a hate crime.

e On December 12, 2015, a 34-year-old Sikh store clerk in Grand Rapids, MI was
shot in the face by a masked gunman who called him a “terrorist” and said he
used to kill people like him in Iraqg moments before pulling the trigger.

« InJanuary 2019, a Sikh convenience store manager was brutally attacked by a
customer who grabbed and pulled his beard, ripped his turban off his head,
punched him, threw him to the ground, and kicked him. The attacker pleaded
guilty to a hate crime.®

e In December 2019, a Sikh Uber driver in Bellingham, WA was attacked by his
passenger after the passenger made several racial slurs and told him he had “dark
skin, you wear a turban, you have a beard. You’re Indian aren’t you?!” The
passenger then grabbed his neck and continuously choked him until the driver was
able to pull over and run away.’

e In January 2020, a new Sikh Gurdwara (house of worship) in Orangevale, CA
was vandalized the evening of its opening celebration when vandals spray painted
“White Power” and a swastika symbol on the concrete slab that had not yet been
etched with its name.®

® Whitney Woodworth, Salem Man Gets Jail, Probation for Hate Crime Attack on Sikh Store Owner, Statesman
Journal (May 24, 2019), available at https://www.statesmanjournal.com/story/news/crime/2019/05/24/salem-man-
gets-jail-probation-hate-crime-attack-sikh-store-owner-oregon/3746276002/.

" Denver Pratt, Bellingham man charged with hate crime in attack on Sikh Uber driver pleads not guilty, The
Bellingham Herald (December 13, 2019), available at
https://www.bellinghamherald.com/news/local/crime/article238364513.html.

8 Alexandra Yoon-Hendricks, ‘Here in solidarity’: Residents offer support to Orangevale Sikh temple after racist
vandalism, The Sacramento Bee (January 25, 2020), available at
https://www.sacbee.com/news/local/article239645078.html.

National Office: 50 Broad Street, Suite 504 | New York, NY 10004
t: 212.655.3095 | f: 212.208.4611

www.sikhcoalition.org




THE

SIKHCOALITION

Because of this discrimination and post-September 11th backlash against Sikhs, political leaders
across the country, including former Presidents George W. Bush and Barack Obama, the current
Trump Administration’s Department of Justice, as well as members of the United States
Congress, have condemned hate and bias against Sikhs and have called on law enforcement to be
vigilant in protecting Sikhs from bias-motivated attacks. This includes appropriately addressing
bias incidents against Sikhs and bringing those charges when warranted.

IV.  Bias-meotivated Charges are Appropriate Here Pursuant to Colorado’s Revised
Statutory Code

Mr. Singh has been a Colorado resident for over twenty years and is very active within his
community. For the last 5 2 years, he and his wife have owned and operated Two Angels
Liquors as their sole source of income. As you know, he is also a member of the Sikh
community, and identifiable as such due to his religious appearance wearing a turban and beard,
and his darker toned skin color. According to the FBI’s 2018 Hate Crime Statistics report’ (the
most recent year of reporting), Sikhs are the third most targeted religious group in hate crimes
behind the Jewish and Muslim communities. Further, bias crimes against Sikhs have risen by
200% nationally from 2017 to 2018. Even so, this number is likely grossly underreported as it
does not account for the number of cases which were never reported to police or prosecutors in
the first place; cases which law enforcement agencies or prosecutors’ offices failed to investigate
or appropriately charge as hate crimes; and cases which the individual law enforcement agencies
failed to share with the FBI entirely.!® Under Colorado’s Revised Statutory Code, Title 18,
Section 9-121(2)(a) provides that:

A person commits a bias-motivated crime if, with the intent to intimidate or harass another
person because of that person's actual or perceived race, color, religion, ancestry, national origin,
physical or mental disability, or sexual orientation, he or she:

(a) knowingly causes bodily injury to another person.!!

There is little doubt that Defendant’s violent acts towards Mr. Singh and his wife are related to
the fact that the Singhs have dark skin and are ethnically Indian, as well as the fact that Mr.
Singh wears a turban and maintains a beard - all of which are attributable to his race, religion,
ancestry and national origin, amongst other protected categories, pursuant to Colorado’s bias-
motivated crimes statue.!? Specifically, Defendant came into their store, became irate at the
Singhs’ appearance and told them to “go back to your country!”, which courts and legal scholars
have routinely held to be discriminatory, unlawful conduct.!* Moreover, when Defendant was

9 See Federal Bureau of Investigations, Department of Justice, 2018 Hate Crime Statistics, available at
https://ucr.fbi.gov/hate-crime/2018/topic-pages/victims (2018).

10 See Id.

11 See CO Rev Stat § 18-9-121 (2016). Bias-motivated crimes

12 See Id.

13 Rene Marsh and Ellie Kaufman, Federal government found “‘go back to your country” to be discriminatory in
cases, CNN, (July 20, 2019), available at https://www.cnn.com/2019/07/20/politics/go-back-to-your-country-eeoc-
cases-find-discriminatory/index.html; and Hayley Sanchez, Fear, Avoidance, Being Told To Go Back To Their
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arrested after capping off his crime spree with two additional victims, he referred to his heinous
acts against Mr. Singh as those against “some Arab guy,” making it clear that his perspective of
Mr. Singh as an Arab or Muslim were very much a part of his attack of him, and how he viewed
Mr. Singh in general. Additionally, Defendant’s conduct caused significant bodily injury to Mr.
Singh, who only this weekend was transferred from the hospital and into a rehabilitation facility,
raising the bias crime charge to a class 5 felony.!* This is especially cold and callous now, during
the COVID-19 pandemic, when Mr. Singh is not allowed to have visitors and spent the last
month in the hospital recovering entirely alone and without comfort due to hospital safety
standards and policies, and will continue to recover alone in his rehabilitation center.

Moreover, Defendant’s very act of running Mr. Singh over with his vehicle — a deadly weapon —
has become synonymous with terroristic and ideological attacks over recent years, especially as
they promote nationalist or political movements.'> In the West, Vehicle Ramming Attacks
(VRAS) are often the result of perpetrators seeking to hurt or gain revenge against Muslims, or
generally used as a White Supremacist tool to harm others via movements such as the “Take
America Back” movement ,as we saw during the Charlottesville protests in August 2017.1¢
Defendant’s actions here in mobilizing the deadliest tool he had available in a manner consistent
with other nationalist xenophobic conduct after telling Mr. Singh to go back to his country make
it clear that, when taken in its totality, Defendant acted with bias.

Thus, Defendant’s conduct clearly meets the statutory requirements under the Colorado hate
crime statute.!” It is Mr. Singh’s position that, even where other more punitive charges are
applicable, including the Attempted Murder charge that is currently included, his attacker should
also be charged with a felony hate crime. Hate crimes are some of the most brutal crimes because
the people who perpetrate them are a menace not just to the individual victim, but also to the
entire community that victim represents. As a result, they have a significantly broader impact
than other crimes of violence, both in terms of community sentiment and emotional toll. The
burden caused by Defendant’s actions reverberates throughout the Colorado Sikh community, as
many other visibly identifiable Sikhs wonder if they are the next target. It is a burden that
deserves to be acknowledged and addressed in this case with appropriate charges.

As a former prosecutor, I understand both what it takes to investigate and gather evidence of a
crime and what it means to represent the People of your state, beyond the individuals who have
directly suffered in your case. I also understand that achieving justice isn’t just a lofty goal,

available at https://www.cpr.org/2020/03/3 1/fear-avoidance-being-told-to-go-back-to-their-country-what-its-like-to-
be-asian-in-colorado-with-coronavirus/.

14 See Id.

15 Vincent Miller and Keith J. Hayward, ‘I Did My Bit: Terrorism’: Tarde and the Vehicle Ramming Attack as an
Imitative Event, The British Journal of Criminology, (July 12, 2018), available at
https://academic.oup.com/bjc/article/59/1/1/5052837.

16 See Id. And David K. Li, Driver in deadly car attack at Charlottesville white nationalist rally pleads guilty to
federal hate crimes, NBC News, (March 27, 2019), available at https://www.nbcnews.com/news/us-news/driver-
deadly-car-attack-charlottesville-white-nationalist-rally-pleads-guilty-n987961.

178ee CO Rev Stat § 18-9-121 (2016). Bias-motivated crimes
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rather, it is a necessity and incumbent on each investigator and prosecutor to try and achieve in
every case, in the very best interests of both the crime victim and the jurisdiction you represent.
To that end, The Sikh Coalition strongly urges your office to appropriately charge
Defendant Eric Beermen with a hate crime in addition to any other applicable charges in
this matter, in the best interests of both Mr. Singh and the People of the state of Colorado.
We also request a meeting for you to follow up with Mr. Singh as part of this investigation into
appropriate charges, which we are happy to facilitate — both in terms of coordinating Mr. Singh’s
appearance (either via video conference given the COVID-19 pandemic, or in person if
plausible), and by providing a translator for the meeting.

Thank you for your consideration of our position, and please feel free to reach out at any time if
you’d like to further discuss.

Sincerely,
W t. Qathe
June 1, 2020
Amrith Kaur Aakre Date

Legal Director, The Sikh Coalition
amrith@sikhcoalition.org
847.786.5839
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