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Sikh Views on Law Enforcement and The Right to Practise the Sikh Faith

A METROPOLITAN POLICE CONSULTATION

A Summary of Responses to A Metropolitan Police Questionnaire

The Metropolitan Police questionnaire below was circulated by UNITED SIKHS (www.unitedsikhs.org) to 20 randomly selected Sikh males and females, asking for their views on issues ranging from current police/Sikh relations, to the treatment of Sikhs in custody.  To encourage replies, the respondents were informed that their responses would be anonymous.  Responses were mainly received from turban wearing Sikhs as these Sikhs, supporting the external tenets of the faith, would be most affected by the issues raised.  These responses were collated to assist in the preparation of this UNITED SIKHS report on law enforcement and the right to practise the Sikh faith.

The responses to the questions asked were as follows:

1. Please give us the basic tenets of belief that any police officer should be aware of?

The basic tenets of the Sikh faith are a belief in One God for the whole of humanity, along with an emphasis on self-improvement and social responsibility.  It was felt that all Metropolitan Police officers should at least be aware of the status of the Guru Granth Sahib as the eternal Sikh Guru, an understanding of the needs of Amritdhari Sikhs, along with the importance of the turban and the 5Ks.  A power point presentation on Sikh religious rights is available at the UNITED SIKHS website at: http://www.unitedsikhs.org/downloads/30oct05_united_sikhs_slideshow_on_sikh_religious_rights.ppt
2. What are the major concerns for Sikhs – nationally and internationally?

A major concern for Sikhs is the fact that they have been regarded with increasing suspicion post 7th July and they have experienced increasing problems wearing their articles of faith, as per the following responses:

“I feel more people stare at me on the tube, especially if I am carrying a bag.  I personally feel that I am always under some sort of surveillance while travelling.“

“A lot of the people I come across associate the Sikh external appearance (turban and beard) to the one that is portrayed in the media of Islamic militants. As a consequence of this there have been a lot of stares and a lot of racist words.”

“mutual initial trust seems to have been lost. You have to prove that you come from a community who have not been associated with recent terrorist activities.”

3. How does community perceive current police/Sikh relations?

Generally, Sikh Community / Police relations seemed to be positive, with events like the Nagar Keertans around the country providing a good opportunity for the Sikhs and Police to interact.  “The Sikhs appreciate that the police have a difficult task to ensure safety of the public and address personal freedom at the same time; however, the Sikhs find it offensive and discriminatory to be singled out for stop and searches by law enforcement agencies because we wear the turban and happen to look like the perpetrators of acts of terrorism linked to 9/11 and 7/7.”

It was commonly suggested that Sikhism should be explained to police officers around the country, using seminars, talks and conferences between members of the Sikh community and police departments, and by having representatives of the Sikh community at hand or available when required.  This need to educate the police on the main tenets of Sikhism, the 5Ks, and their importance for Amritdhari Sikhs was also consistently emphasised.  All police officers should be made aware that the 5Ks and turban are special to Sikhs, and that “it is very disrespectful for a Police Officer to manhandle a Sikh’s turban”.  It was also felt that Police Officers should be educated of the need to remove one’s shoes, and to cover one’s head before entering a Gurudwara, or before entering any room in a Sikh household in which the Sri Guru Granth Sahib (the Sikh Scriptures and eternal Guru) is present.

4. When Sikhs are detained, what is the best method of preserving the artefacts?

It is not clearly what is meant by ‘artefacts’ in this question. However the response below concerns Sikh Articles of Faith.

Key points highlighted as necessary for police officials to fully comprehend when dealing with Sikhs in custody were:

· Ensuring that the difference between the Sikhs and other communities who may appear of similar appearances is fully understood.

· Understanding the needs of Amritdhari Sikhs

· Understanding and respecting Sikhs’ dietary requirements

· Accessing resources and personnel from the Sikh community, which can be used to support individuals’ religious and pastoral needs.

· Treating Sikhs as individuals, i.e. on a case by case basis.  Outside general rules on how to treat Sikhs, what may be acceptable to one Sikh, may not be acceptable for another.

With regards to the confiscation of items from a Sikh in custody, there was a general consensus that in certain circumstances there would be no problem in confiscating the needles for keeping hair in turbans.  However it is important to understand that these articles are not intended for any criminal purpose and that they are used to keep one’s hair tidy under the turban.

In principle, the Kakkars, the key articles of Sikh faith should not be confiscated from a Sikh in custody. There should be no need to confiscate the ‘Kara’ (Iron / Steel Band worn on the wrist) as this “helps to remind a Sikh about God”, or the Kanga (a wooden comb kept in the hair) as these did not “represent any threat”.  “Hair is shown great respect in the Sikh Faith.  To look after their hair, Sikhs are to comb their hair twice a day, with a Kanga.  Therefore if the Kanga is confiscated Sikhs will not be able to fulfil this obligation as a consequence it should never be confiscated.”

All respondents felt that the Kirpan (scimitar) should be stored in a respectable manner. A Sikh in custody should be allowed to wear his/her Kacchera (shorts) and Turban. The emphasis is on treating Sikhs on a case by case basis.  As one Amritdhari respondent stated “Sikhs who wear Kirpans have made an oath to God, to only use their Kirpan to defend truth and righteousness”, in his view negating any need for confiscation. If any Kirpan is confiscated following criminal proceedings, it should be restored to a Sikh Gurudwara. 

While in custody, it was also felt that the spiritual needs of Amritdhari Sikhs should be met. One interviewee stated that “prayer books that are kept in a reverential manner should be provided for them or they should be allowed to bring these from home”. In court, Sikhs believe that they should not be required to take an oath on a religious text or in the name of our Guru as it is an antithetical practice and that they should be given an opportunity to make an affirmation.

The main emphasis that came across from all respondents was that law enforcement officers should be made familiar with Sikh articles of faith and any articles of faith that were confiscated should be treated with respect and restored to a Gurudwara. One member of the Sikh community stated that it might be an idea to have a particular room or compartment within police stations in which religious artefacts would be respectfully kept.  Another suggestion was that the local Gurudwara could keep these articles for the period of detention.

5. Are there extremist elements within the community?

No respondents were aware of any “extremist” elements in the Sikh community, however a number of respondents stated that all communities have members with a variety of views.

It was noted that the Police should be aware of the reasons behind the ‘Respect for the Guru Granth Sahib Ji’ campaign, and the fact that this non-extremist campaign is being positively supported by a number of Sikhs and Gurudwaras.  This campaign works with Sikh families who are planning weddings in places where alcohol is served (e.g. halls or hotels), and assists these families in finding a Gurudwara venue for the wedding.  The emphasis is on the importance of treating the Guru Granth Sahib Ji with respect.  Where these families are not concerned with the treatment of the Sikh Guru, the campaign organises for the Guru Granth Sahib to be respectfully moved from any hall/hotel to the nearest local Gurudwara.

6. What are their concerns/issues and how are they perceived within the community

All respondents felt that the majority of officers are ignorant about Sikhism, and commonly believe that Sikhs are Muslims, placing Sikhs and Muslims “in the same bracket”.  One respondent stated that “I feel males from the Sikh community are more likely to be stopped and searched than the average person. I think this is because the Police are relatively uneducated about the Asian community, and believe that everyone with a turban (or some sort of head covering) and a beard is a militant terror suspect.”  Although all respondents appreciated the need for a counter-terrorist threat, it was felt that “there is a danger that the issue of security will be used to usher in legislation that will discriminate against the Sikh community“.
7. Given recent disturbances in France and Birmingham, is there any concern of duplication within Sikh community?

No respondents felt that there would be duplication in the Sikh community, however, an area of growing concern was the increasing right-wing element in the UK and Europe, and the turban ban in European countries such as France.  It was felt that this was linked to the lack of distinction between Sikhs and Muslims by the general public, government and law enforcement officials.  The French ban on religious symbols was seen as being particularly unfair, especially as “Sikhs laid down their lives (while wearing their turbans and beards) for those European countries.”  This ignorance of the contribution of the Sikh community was also recognised as being present in the UK:

“Being a minority within minorities, their contribution to the economy of the country is not acknowledged……Their contribution to the country during the world wars seems to be ignored.”

8. What are the issues effecting young Sikhs at present?

It was felt that there is a lack of community development funding for Sikh youth activities. No Sikh youth centres exist for the thousands of Sikh students in Central London, the Midlands and the North of England.  Young Sikhs also expressed worries that the French ban on the right to wear turbans and the 5Ks in schools may spread to the rest of Europe.  Increased racism and hate crimes were also mentioned as an issue.

Although Young Sikhs do wish to participate in careers in the Army, Navy, RAF and the Emergency Services, there is a perception that there is a lack of opportunity careers in these fields as the turban is seen as an impediment.  One respondent stated that he was told that if he wanted to enter the Army, he would have to be clean-shaven to wear a gas mask, meaning that it is not currently possible for any Amritdhari Sikh to enter the British army.  One case has also been reported to UNITED SIKHS involving a young Sikh police officer working for West Midlands Police, where the type of police work available to him has been restricted directly as a result of him wearing a turban.  This has directly affected his career progression, and left him “feeling under trained and as though [his] turban was seen by the police as being a disability”

9. Community issues with regard to the current counter-terrorist threat

An area of concern was that Stop and Search would “criminalise the initiated (Amritdhari) Sikh as the Kirpan would be seen as a weapon.”  All respondents agreed that Amritdhari Sikhs would suffer the most as a result of Stop and Search.  One respondent noted that “A Sikh person was arrested on a train and his Kirpan was confiscated.  This was not because he had done or said anything wrong, but because, he was carrying a Kirpan.  This experience, is a common event for those Sikhs, who are Amritdhari and who carry a Kirpan at all times”.

This is particularly relevant with the knife detectors currently being installed in train stations around the country.  In relation to this, all Metropolitan Police officers must be made aware that as Home Office minister, Fiona Mactaggart states:

“The Criminal Justice Act 1988 makes it an offence for a person to have a bladed or sharply pointed article—other than a small folding pocket knife—in a public place, without good reason, with the onus on the knife carrier to show they have a good reason for carrying it.  However, the Act exempts Sikhs from criminal prosecution on the grounds that the kirpan is a religious article. Article 13 of the Treaty of Amsterdam 1999 and the Human Rights Act 1998 also protect the right of individuals to follow their chosen religion.”

10. Views please on stop and search/hate crime investigations

Regarding the Stop and Search campaign, there was a perception that “Sikhs who wear beards and…. cover their head are stopped and searched more regularly than others”.  Interviewees’ views on the Stop and Search campaign highlighted this fact:

“I tend to use the train and bus a lot.  A lot of the time I am stopped and questioned…. A lot more Sikhs are stopped than any other community, based simply on their external appearance.  This has an effect on the general public who may start to see all people who wear a turban and beard as potential terrorists.”
“I have been stopped and searched twice at Leeds train station but I don’t think it is a major problem I think that the police are just doing their job.”

A number of the Sikh community stated, that they are aware that the Metropolitan Police’s overriding objective is to protect the public at large and the precautions they take to uphold this are permissible.  However, there is a perception that stop and search is not as random as the Police would like us to believe:

“I wish they wouldn’t call it a ‘random’ search as it doesn’t appear to be!”

“in my view they don’t seem to be random but on the whole the police have done a good job since the July attacks”

“Stop and search investigations should be conducted when officers feel that there is a genuine threat present.  People should not be stopped because they look like a terrorist.”

With the majority of respondents being aware of hate crimes being committed against Sikhs all over the world, there was a strong belief that all hate crimes against individuals, groups and places of worship must be vigorously pursued.  This would also increase the Sikh community’s confidence in the police, and possibly lead to increased participation of Sikhs in the police force.  One suggestion which may increase Sikh participation, would be if “current Sikh Police Officers to visit Gurudwaras around the country to speak to the congregation about their experiences and the advantages and disadvantages of joining the Police Force”.

11. Further implications of Behtzi. Are there issues remaining?

The main feeling regarding the Behtzi affair was that the consultation process was a tick box process as opposed to a serious consultation, and that this was not a two way discussion but was more “this is what we are going to do”.  It was widely felt that any Sikh opinion was not taken on board at an early stage, which was the major cause of the crisis escalating.  Most respondents felt that this “consultation was for show”, with “self appointed Sikh leaders” being the main causes of this crisis.  It was also felt that this was an example of double standards, with the Bezthi play being allowed, but the publication of the Muhammad cartoons being condemned by the British Government.

Overall, the Sikhs are a generally law abiding community, with respect for Policing by Permission.  However, the less-than-randomness of the stop and searches, and the constant bracketing of Sikhs with terrorists who are Muslims, is biting into this respect.  An increased awareness in the Metropolitan Police of Sikhism, Amritdhari Sikhs, and the importance of the need to respect the tenets of the Sikh faith appears to be the key requirement for Sikhs.  This increased awareness and fair treatment would help to bolster relations, and possibly boost Sikh participation in the Metropolitan Police.

Jasjit Singh

Community and Multifaith Awareness Director
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� UNITED SIKHS - Our Mission


To transform underprivileged and minority communities and individuals into informed and vibrant members of society through civic, educational and personal development programs, by fostering active participation in social and economic activity.





We at UNITED SIKHS believe that the development of enlightened and progressive societies can be made possible by socially conscious groups of people who make a commitment to develop and direct human potential. Our work, efforts and achievements stand as a testament to our faith in this vision.





Accordingly, UNITED SIKHS has sought to fulfil its mission not only by informing, educating and uplifting fellow beings but also by participating in cross-cultural and social dialogues to ensure that the promises and benefits of democracy are realised by all.


 


UNITED SIKHS is also an avenue for networking between like-minded organisations to establish and nurture meaningful projects and dialogues - whether social, cultural or spiritual- to promote harmony, understanding and reciprocity in our villages, towns and cities.


 


To achieve its objectives, UNITED SIKHS also participates in coalitions that share a common vision based on the belief that there is no greater endeavour than to serve, empower and uplift fellow beings. The core of our philosophy is an unwavering commitment to civic service and social progress on behalf of the common good.





Registered as a Charity in England and Wales. Charity Number 1112055

	www.unitedsikhs.org
	Page 4 of 7



