Date: Oct 12th 2005: 3:30pm

Memorandum from American Sikh Consultative Forum (ASCF)  to  the New York City Agencies                                                                                                                      

To: Heads of New York City Agencies:
New York City Police Department

Human Resources Administration (HRA)

Taxi and Limousine Commission

Community Assistance Unit

Department of Consumer Affairs

Department of Health

Administration for Children's Services (ACS)

Department for the Aging

Department for Corrections

Office of Emergency Management

Department of Citywide Administrative Services

From: The American Sikh Consultative Forum 

Introduction 

Sikhs number around 125,000 in the New York City and Tri State area and have been living in the United States of America for around 100 years.  We, the members of the Sikh Community of New York City are proud of our identity both as Sikhs and Americans. Since 1972, we have been involved in ensuring that City Agency officials are made aware of Sikh identity issues.  

Our rights and demands for the recognition of the Sikh identity are consistent with our constitutional rights. However, the experience of our community is different.  Since 9/11 there has been an increase in the number of hate/bias crime incidents in New York, both at the workplace, schools and other public places, which go unreported.

There is a disjoint between the Sikh community and the New York City Agencies such that the basic rights of the Sikh community are being ignored. The New York Sikh community’s Agenda with City Agencies involves the following issues:
1.
Right to Manifest one’s Religion under the First Amendment 

A Sikh’s right to wear his 5 articles of faith, which includes the right to wear a Kirpan and a Turban, is a right to manifest his/her religion.
Presently, Sikhs working, living and studying in New York City are subject to the vagaries of some City Agencies. 
The Kirpan, a sheathed scimitar, has to be worn by an initiated Sikh at all times. 
Equally, a Sikh’s unshorn hair, Kesh (hair), has to be covered by a Turban (Dastaar) which has to be worn at all times. Sikhs have suffered discrimination in the hands of some City Agencies who refused to allow Turbaned Sikhs to take up certain posts. Further, Sikhs in New York City have not been allowed to wear their Kirpan in some City Agencies buildings including schools, courts, at the work place and other public places.
We propose the following solutions: 
· The ASCF calls upon City Agencies to uphold the First Amendment and adopt a practice and policy of allowing Sikhs to wear their Kirpan and Turban at all times on premises that fall under their jurisdiction, including schools, courts and other City Agency premises. 

· We also seek City Agencies to support and pass legislation that will reflect a Sikh’s First Amendment right to manifest his/her religion by providing an exemption to any law that restricts it. A Sikh should be free to wear his/her Turban whether he works for the Police, Fire Department, US Navy, Air Force or any City Agency department. 
· In order to help the Sikh community’s integration into mainstream New York society, Sikhs with Turbans should be visible and presented in a positive light on City Agencies’ literature. This would prevent the incident in July when Sikh tourists from the UK were subject to a humiliating experience in the hands of the police, for being ‘terrorist suspects’ because they wore Turbans.
· The abovementioned proposals can only be successfully implemented if there is a change in the attitude at every level of the City Agencies. This, we submit, can only be achieved by creating an awareness of the Sikh identity issues described above. To this end, ASCF members would like to provide education and sensitivity training to City Agencies’ senior officials, trainers and recruits.
2.
Education
Panjabi is the mother tongue of most Sikhs. However, Panjabi is not offered as a second language of study at schools. We would like the Department of Education to promote the study of Panjabi in schools and colleges. 
3.
After-school care

A Sikh youth is exposed to the law and order issues that City Agencies encounter amongst school children. The Sikh community needs to run its own after school programs involving community based civic education and activity. The Sikh community needs support from City Agencies to run such after school programs through appropriate funding and material support. 
4.
Representation On Public Tribunals and Boards and Access to City Agency Services 
The Sikh community is under-represented on the City Agencies’ Public advisory and inquiry boards and tribunals. The Sikh community recognizes that efforts have to be made within the community to seek such representation. However, the Sikh community’s initiative would only be possible if the City Agencies take reciprocal action to publicize openings on such boards and tribunals at Gurdwaras and through community media.
There should be town hall type meetings at the Sikh Gurdwaras so that there is two-way communication between the community and City Agencies. Further literature on critical services provided by City Agencies e.g. the Police Department, Health Dept and Fire Department, should be made available in Panjabi. 

The ASCF secretariat aims to act as a conduit between City Agencies and the Sikh community. 

5.
Hate/Bias Crime Monitoring and Redress 
A Sikh, due to his distinct appearance, is at a disproportionately higher risk of being a target of hate/biased crime. However hate/bias crimes against Sikhs are not specifically identified on police crime reports. Further, there is a perception in the Sikh community that hate/bias crime against them is not taken seriously by the police department.

We propose the following course of action to reassure the Sikh community:

· That the police supply the community with periodic progress reports on all reported hate/biased incidents involving Sikhs

· That the police shall act on all hate/bias incident reports held on the ASCF members’ database 

· That the Police Department sensitizes its recruits on hate/bias incidents against Sikhs

6.
Religious Holidays 

The Sikh community requests the City Agencies to recognize and commemorate   Sikh religious days and allow its Sikh employees and students to observe a holiday on these dates. The Sikh community organizes a Sikh day parade to commemorate Vasaikhi. The presence of the Mayor and other city officials at the annual Sikh Day Parade would instill a sense of belonging to the City. The Sikh religious days are: 

April 14th - Vasaikhi which commemorates the Revelation of the Khalsa, the Sikh 

       nation.
Nov 15th  - Birth anniversary of the founder of the Sikh faith, Guru Nanak Sahib. This   

is a variable date in November as it is calculated according to the Lunar calendar. 
Jan 5th  - Birth anniversary of Tenth Guru, Guru Gobind Singh Sahib
June 16th – Martyrdom of the Fifth Guru, Guru Arjan Sahib 
7.
Follow-up
We respectfully seek follow-up meetings with individual city departments to discuss and implement the issues raised above in the near future. 
About the ASCF
The ASCF consists of member organizations which have a track record of serving Sikh interests in various fields. The ASCF provides its member organizations a platform and secretariat to pursue Sikh issues with public and private agencies in a cohesive and effective way.
Our Mission
The ASCF’s mission is to promote awareness, understanding and co-operation between Sikh organizations and governmental and non-governmental organizations through advocacy and dialogue at the State and Federal levels. The American Sikh Consultative Form (ASCF) highlights Sikh issues, interalia, in the field of civil and human rights, employment, education, law enforcement, and commercial and public enterprise so that Sikh Americans may enjoy the rights and bear the responsibilities of being good American citizens.
ASCF uses the following processes to achieve the above -

 

INFORM to diagnose the external and internal environments

 

ENGAGE to agree the overall goals and desired outcomes

 

PARTICIPATE to create and select strategies to be deployed

 

EMPOWER to allocate resources to achieve the Forums goals

Objectives
1. To  encourage Sikh organizations in the United States to participate in the Forum so as to pool their resources to work towards common goals in a concerted manner.
 

2. To facilitate the promulgation of a Sikh Agenda for the United States at a Federal, State and City level. 

 

3. To undertake negotiations and advocacy to help achieve the Sikh Agenda for the United States at Federal and State level.
 

4. To represent within the public and private sectors the interests and concerns of the US Sikh community and to provide the Sikh community and the public and private sectors with better two-way consultation and flow of information in order to improve the making and execution of decisions and plans.


ASCF looks forward in working with various city agencies in implementing their agendas and looks forward to work with each of the agency officials, assisting them and guiding them to implement our rights for a stronger America. We look forward to work with each of you and setup up individual meetings with each of your groups to see how best the city agencies can assist in implementing their roles effectively.
Yours sincerely


Signed by members of the American Sikh Consultative Forum:


	Representing Organization 
	Participants Name
	Signature

	
	
	

	
	
	

	
	
	

	
	
	

	
	
	

	
	
	

	
	
	

	
	
	

	
	
	

	
	
	

	
	
	

	
	
	

	
	
	

	
	
	

	
	
	

	
	
	

	
	
	

	
	
	

	
	
	


Supporting members of the American Sikh Consultative Forum: 

1) American Gurudwara Prabhandak Committee (a representative body of Sikh Gurdwaras in the United States) 

2) Afghan Sikh Association


3) Baba Banda Singh Bahadur Society


4)Baba Makhan Shah Lubana Sikh Center Inc. 


5) Dashmesh Sikh Center, Plainview, NY


6) Dhan Dhan Baba Buddha Sahebji Sikh Association


7) Flushing Gurdwara Saheb


8) Guru Gobind Singh Study Circle 


9) Panthic Cause 


10) Ravidas Temple 


11)Sant Sagar


12) Sikh Association of Staten Island, Inc.


13)Sikh Cultural Society Richmond Hill (Gurdwara

Sahib) 


14) Sikh Heritage Foundation


15) Sikh Youth Of America


16) Sukhmani Society


17)The Sikh Coalition


18)The Sikh Forum Inc., Glencove


19)UNITED SIKHS
American Sikh Consultative Forum, Secretariat Affairs, contact :  1-888-645-5581, contact@americansikhconsultativeforum.org
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