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August 5, 2022 
 
Hon. Alejandro Mayorkas 
Secretary 
U.S. Department of Homeland Security  
301 7th Street, SW 
Washington, DC 20528 
Via Electronic Service 
 
Re: Border Patrol Agents Trashing Sikh Migrants’ Turbans and Ongoing Religious 
Accommodation Violations 
 
Dear Secretary Mayorkas, 
 
As the nation’s largest Sikh American civil rights organization, the Sikh Coalition has engaged 
with the Department of Homeland Security (DHS) in confronting civil rights and civil liberties 
matters of importance to the Sikh community. Recent August 2022 media reporting details deeply 
troubling violations of federal law and human rights by forcing Sikh migrants to remove and throw 
away their sacred religious articles of faith, including headwear.1 These issues and the individuals 
affected by them demonstrate a troubling pattern of systemic religious accommodation violations 
against Sikhs and other religious minorities that have persisted for years at multiple locations and 
deserve more attention and scrutiny. A commitment to applying border security must not infringe 
upon civil rights and liberties, especially for those most vulnerable in federal custody. We 
recognize that an investigation has begun and request that it be expanded to all CBP and ICE 
field operations. We also respectfully request a meaningful commitment from the Department by 
meeting with community stakeholders and adopting revised policies and procedures to ensure 
this doesn’t happen again.  
 
As you may know, Sikhs wear an external uniform to unify and bind themselves to the religion’s 
beliefs and to remind them of their commitment to Sikh teachings at all times. All Sikhs are 
required to wear external articles of faith, such as a steel bracelet (kara), uncut hair and beards 
(kesh), and a turban (dastaar) to cover their hair. These articles of faith distinguish a Sikh, have 
deep spiritual significance, and are mandated by Sikhs’ religious traditions and should not be 
forcibly removed or discarded. 

 
1 John Washington. “Border Patrol Agents Are Trashing Sikh Asylum-Seekers' Turbans.” The Intercept, The 
Intercept, 2 Aug. 2022, https://theintercept.com/2022/08/02/sikh-turban-border-patrol/.   

https://theintercept.com/2022/08/02/sikh-turban-border-patrol/
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Removal of the turban is not just a mere inconvenience for Sikhs, as re-tying a turban can take a 
significant period of time. The removal of the turban - which Sikhs view as an extension of their 
body - is highly personal and sensitive and is akin to a strip search. It is considered a great 
dishonor for anyone to violate another’s turban by removing it, and it is highly disrespectful to 
touch it with unwashed hands or by anyone who does not adhere to the tenets of the faith. Forcibly 
removing or targeting a Sikh’s turban or hair has symbolized denying that person the right to 
belong to the Sikh faith and is perceived by many as the most humiliating and hurtful physical and 
spiritual injury that can be inflicted upon a Sikh. 
 
As a religious minority in India, Sikhs have been the target of increasingly severe religious and 
political violence,2 and are therefore seeking entry into the United States. The State Department 
and U.S. Commission on International Religious Freedom have documented attacks on members 
of religious minority communities, including killings, assaults, and intimidation in India.3 Sikhs and 
other religious minorities are fleeing India in great numbers. The data shows that an increasing 
number of Sikh Indian nationals are turning to the United States to escape religious persecution.4 
With anti-Sikh sentiments on the rise in India, we project these numbers to continue. These 
individuals, who are often fleeing religious persecution, should not face additional discrimination 
after entering the United States. 
 
U.S Customs and Border Protection’s (CBP) actions infringe on their own policies5 and the legal 
right of Sikhs and other religious minorities to practice their faith by forcing the removal of religious 
articles of faith, failing to return these items, and not promptly providing replacements for Sikh 
turbans. Migrants that have religious articles of faith, such as Sikhs, must be able to proceed 
through processing and short-term detention without removal. Rather than forcing Sikhs to 
remove their turbans or other articles of faith, religiously and culturally appropriate screening can 

 
2 , “India 2020”, Amnesty International, available at https://www.amnesty.org/en/location/asia-and-the-pacific/south-
asia/india/report-india/; Romesh Silva, Jasmine Marwaha, and Jeff Klingner, “Violent Deaths and Enforced 
Disappearances During the Counterinsurgency in Punjab, India A Preliminary Quantitative Analysis”, Ensaff 
(January 2009), available at https://ensaaf.org/publications/reports/descriptiveanalysis/; Sunny Hundal, Why India’s 
farmers’ protests have Sikhs fearing violent attacks, Open Democracy (Feb. 4, 2021), available at 
https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/why-indias-farmers-pro- tests-have-sikhs-fearing-violent-attacks/. 
3 2021 Report on International Religious Freedom: India. United States Department of State, 2 June 2022, 
https://www.state.gov/reports/2021-report-on-international-religious-freedom/india/; and “2022 Annual Report of the 
U.S. Commission on International Religious Freedom.” United States Commission on International Religious 
Freedom, Apr. 2022, https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2022-
04/2022%20USCIRF%20Annual%20Report_1.pdf.   
4 See Ryan Baugh, U.S. Dep’t of Homeland Sec., Annual Flow Report 8 & tbl.7 (2020) (showing 671, 1301, and 
2259 asylum grants to Indian nationals in 2017, 2018, and 2019, respectively). 
5 See U.S. Customs and Border Protection, National Standards on Transport, Escort, Detention and Search 
(T.E.D.S) (Oct. 2015) Policy, 1.4 (Non-Discrimination) 1, 4, 
https://www.cbp.gov/sites/default/files/assets/documents/2020- Feb/cbp-teds-policy-october2015.pdf. 

https://www.amnesty.org/en/location/asia-and-the-pacific/south-asia/india/report-india/
https://www.amnesty.org/en/location/asia-and-the-pacific/south-asia/india/report-india/
https://ensaaf.org/publications/reports/descriptiveanalysis/
https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/why-indias-farmers-pro-
https://www.state.gov/reports/2021-report-on-international-religious-freedom/india/
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2022-04/2022%20USCIRF%20Annual%20Report_1.pdf
https://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/2022-04/2022%20USCIRF%20Annual%20Report_1.pdf
https://www.cbp.gov/sites/default/files/assets/documents/2020-
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be utilized with non-invasive screening procedures, such as handheld metal detector wands. 
Respectful engagement with religious headwear must be maintained at all times, and the use of 
pat-downs and turban removal should be an absolute last resort. In those cases, a private 
screening room is required to inspect the turban and permit the individual to retie the turban with 
access to a mirror in a private space that is hygienically appropriate. 
 
It is important to note that as recently as 2019, the Sikh Coalition’s concerns regarding the lack of 
appropriate religious accommodations for Sikh migrants were raised on multiple occasions with 
DHS leadership, the Office for Civil Rights and Civil Liberties (CRCL), and the Office of the 
Inspector General (OIG), CBP, and Immigration Customs Enforcement (ICE).6 In fact, the ACLU 
raised concerns as early as March 2015 regarding the violation of religious rights and confiscation 
of articles of faith at borders with CRCL, OIG, ICE, and CBP.7 In April 2016, a formal complaint 
was filed by multiple advocacy organizations with DHS, CBP, and ICE on the mishandling of 
personal belongings, including religious articles of faith, specifically, citing that DHS officials and 
federal judges have known about this problem for some time.8 Furthermore, the ACLU of 
Arizona and other advocates also repeatedly raised concerns with DHS, CRCL, OIG, CBP, ICE, 
and the Office of the Immigration Detention Ombudsman about the confiscation of religious 
headwear in meetings with the Department of Homeland Security.9 The issues related to denials 
of religious accommodations have also been previously raised in the media10, a congressional 

 
6 “Sikhs Asylum Seekers in Federal Custody Protesting Unfair Detention and Religious Rights Violations.” Received 
by Department of Homeland Security Inspector General John Kelly, The Sikh Coalition, 12 Feb. 2019. 
https://www.sikhcoalition.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/08/CRCL-Detention-Letter-Feb2019.pdf; and “Letter of 
Complaint re Sikh Detainees.” Received by Department of Homeland Security John Kelly, The Sikh Coalition, 1 
Apr. 2019. https://www.sikhcoalition.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/08/Letter-of-Complaint-re-Sikh-Detainees.pdf. 
7 “Investigating religious-freedom violations by Border Patrol and ICE.” Received by Director Cameron Quinn, 
Inspector General John Kelly, Deputy Director Donald Vitiello, Commissioner Kevin McAlleenan, ACLU, 15 Mar. 
2019, https://www.aclu.org/letter/investigating-religious-freedom-violations-border-patrol-and-ice.  
8 “Complaint and Request to Investigate CBP and ICE’s Mishandling of, Failure to Return, and Threats about 
Personal Belongings in the El Paso Border Patrol Sector” Received by Inspector General John Roth, Assistant 
Commissioner Matthew Klein, Assistant Director Timothy Moynihan, ACLU of New Mexico, 6 Apr. 2016. 
https://www.aclu-nm.org/sites/default/files/wp-content/uploads/2016/04/2016-Administrative-Complaint-on-
Personal-Belongings.pdf.  
9 “Yuma Border Patrol Sector’s Practice of Confiscating Sikh Individuals’ Turbans During Asylum Processing.” 
Received by Commissioner Chris Magnus, American Civil Liberties Union of Arizona, 1 Aug. 2022, 
https://www.documentcloud.org/documents/22125092-aclu-of-arizona-letter-on-border-patrol-confiscating-sikhs-
turbans; and “Deported with No Possessions: .” American Immigration Council, 
https://www.americanimmigrationcouncil.org/sites/default/files/research/deported_with_no_possessions.pdf. 
10 Rebecca Plevin. “At Federal Prison Where up to 1,000 Immigrant Detainees Are Held, Staff Struggles to Keep up 
after Disease Outbreak.” The Desert Sun, 19 July 2018, 
https://www.desertsun.com/story/news/2018/07/18/immigrant-detainees-held-victorville-prison-face-hunger-
disease/794346002/; and Scott Bixby. “Complaint: ICE Gave Muslim Detainee Only Pork Sandwiches.” The Daily 
Beast, 22 Mar. 2019, https://www.thedailybeast.com/american-civil-liberties-union-complaint-ice-gave-muslim-
detainee-only-pork-sandwiches.  

https://www.sikhcoalition.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/08/CRCL-Detention-Letter-Feb2019.pdf
https://www.sikhcoalition.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/08/Letter-of-Complaint-re-Sikh-Detainees.pdf
https://www.aclu.org/letter/investigating-religious-freedom-violations-border-patrol-and-ice
https://www.aclu.org/letter/investigating-religious-freedom-violations-border-patrol-and-ice
https://www.aclu-nm.org/sites/default/files/wp-content/uploads/2016/04/2016-Administrative-Complaint-on-Personal-Belongings.pdf
https://www.aclu-nm.org/sites/default/files/wp-content/uploads/2016/04/2016-Administrative-Complaint-on-Personal-Belongings.pdf
https://www.documentcloud.org/documents/22125092-aclu-of-arizona-letter-on-border-patrol-confiscating-sikhs-turbans
https://www.documentcloud.org/documents/22125092-aclu-of-arizona-letter-on-border-patrol-confiscating-sikhs-turbans
https://www.americanimmigrationcouncil.org/sites/default/files/research/deported_with_no_possessions.pdf
https://www.desertsun.com/story/news/2018/07/18/immigrant-detainees-held-victorville-prison-face-hunger-disease/794346002/
https://www.desertsun.com/story/news/2018/07/18/immigrant-detainees-held-victorville-prison-face-hunger-disease/794346002/
https://www.thedailybeast.com/american-civil-liberties-union-complaint-ice-gave-muslim-detainee-only-pork-sandwiches
https://www.thedailybeast.com/american-civil-liberties-union-complaint-ice-gave-muslim-detainee-only-pork-sandwiches
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report11, and a civil lawsuit against the federal government.12 Despite being aware of the issue 
through multiple sources for many years the egregious civil rights violations continue to take 
place.13  
 
We also understand from counsel who routinely represent Sikh asylum seekers, that the 
confiscation of turbans is not necessarily limited to just Yuma, Arizona, and has been a recurring 
issue.14 The Sikh Coalition has also documented egregious denials of religious accommodations 
for the Sikh articles of faith of individuals in ICE custody. We, therefore, recommend that the 
Department of Homeland Security take action to address these discriminatory practices by 
adopting the following recommendations: 

1. Immediately ordering CBP and ICE to end the illegal practice of coerced removal of 
religious articles of faith. 

2. Conduct a thorough, prompt, and transparent investigation and a compliance review of the 
removal of religious articles of faith at all CBP and ICE field operations. Community 
stakeholders should be involved in developing the parameters of the investigation and kept 
apprised regularly on the status of the investigation and opportunities to provide input. The 
investigation findings must also be publicly accessible. 

3. Provide public commitments to ensure that religious articles of faith, including Sikh turbans, 
will no longer be removed and confiscated by force or coercion.  

4. Ensure that CBP and ICE collect data on articles of faith that are removed and confiscated. 
Such reporting must also include information gathering on when replacement articles of 
faith were issued, and whether religious articles of faith are returned upon request. This 
information must be publicly accessible with up-to-date information. 

5. Establish protocols for CBP and ICE to provide religiously competent and sensitive 
processing, detention, and release of migrants in consultation with community stakeholder 
organizations.  

6. Ensure that Sikh migrants at borders are provided with language access resources in 
Punjabi and conduct routine audits to ensure interpreters that fail to provide appropriate 
translation services are no longer utilized. The results of these audits must be available 
publicly.  

7. Provide routine unannounced in-person audits that ensure CBP and ICE are in regular 
compliance with protocols and legal obligations that protect the civil rights and civil liberties 

 
11 United States, Congress, U.S. Commission On Civil Rights. Trauma at the Border: The Human Cost of Inhumane 
Immigration Policies. 116th session. https://www.usccr.gov/files/pubs/2019/10-24-Trauma-at-the-Border.pdf.  
12 Teneng et al. v. Trump, No. 5:18-cv-01609 (C.D. Cal. Aug. 1, 2018). 
13 Nick Miroff. “Border Officials Investigating Claims Sikh Turbans Were Confiscated.” The Washington Post, 3 Aug. 
2022, https://www.washingtonpost.com/national-security/2022/08/03/border-patrol-turban-yuma/.  
14 See footnote 1. 

https://www.usccr.gov/files/pubs/2019/10-24-Trauma-at-the-Border.pdf
https://www.washingtonpost.com/national-security/2022/08/03/border-patrol-turban-yuma/
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of migrants. Audit findings must also be routinely and regularly published for public 
inspection. 

 
We continue to request action to remedy these serious civil rights violations of Sikh migrants that 
have been raised in numerous forms over many years. CBP and ICE’s failure to abide by its own 
policy directives, as well as federal law and the U.S. Constitution, result in what should be an 
agency-wide investigation into these matters. We appreciate your assistance and look forward to 
working with you to address these concerns. 
 
Respectfully, 
 

 
Sim J Singh Attariwala 
Senior Policy & Advocacy Manager 
The Sikh Coalition 

Giselle Klapper 
Senior Staff Attorney 
The Sikh Coalition 

 
cc: Melissa Rogers, Executive Director, White House Office of Faith-Based and  
       Neighborhood Partnerships 

Kristen Clarke, Assistant Attorney General, Civil Rights Division 
Marcus Coleman, Director, Department of Homeland Security, Center for  
   Faith-Based & Neighborhood Partnerships 

 David Gersten, Acting Immigration Detention Ombudsman, Department of Homeland      
   Security 
Joseph V. Cuffari, Office of Inspector General, Department of Homeland Security 
Katherine Culliton-Gonzalez, Officer, Civil Rights and Civil Liberties, Department of  
  Homeland Security 
Chris Magnus, Commissioner, U.S. Customs and Border Patrol 
Matthew Klein, Assistant Commissioner, Office of Professional Responsibility,  
  Customs and Border Protection 
Sen. Dick Durbin, Chair, Senate Committee on the Judiciary 
Sen. Alex Padilla, Chair, Subcommittee on Immigration, Citizenship, and Border  
   Safety, Senate Committee on the Judiciary 
Sen. Gary Peters, Chair, Senate Committee on Homeland Security and  
   Governmental Affairs 
Sen. Krysten Sinema, Chair, Subcommittee on Governmental Operations and Border     
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   Management, Senate Committee on Homeland Security and Governmental Affairs 
Rep. Jerrold Nadler, Chair, House Judiciary Committee 
Rep. Zoe Lofgren, Chair, Subcommittee on Immigration and Citizenship, House  
   Judiciary Committee 
Rep. Bennie G. Thompson, Chair, House Committee on Homeland Security 
Rep. Nanette Barragán, Chair, Subcommittee on Border Security, Facilitation &  
   Operations, House Committee on Homeland Security 


