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Introduction

The Orange County Human Relations 
Commission was created by the OC Board of 
Supervisors to eliminate prejudice, intolerance 
and discrimination. One of the tools developed 
by the Commission to learn about the diverse 
communities emerging in Orange County, is the 
Listening Session. These field trips to the venues 
where various communities gather are thought to 
be an upgrade to the Public Hearing approach for 
capturing and understanding the stories of unique 
groups. 

The Commission considers it a privilege to 
visit these communities in their cultural settings 
in order to hear their stories especially when some 

may not attend public hearings, but have important 
things to share. The Commission considers this an 
opportunity to listen and hear, rather than to teach 
and tell. In this way peoples’ stories are told in the 
manner that evokes the natural communication style 
of each community, rather than making it conform 
to the norm of the listening body. 

Listening Sessions are perceived to be respect-
ful and engaging by the communities where the 
Commission has conducted them. As commission-
ers we have enjoyed the appreciation of those whom 
we are honoring with our attention, and we would 
like to share the insights we gain with the Board of 
Supervisors, other policy makers and the OC public.

Background

At its December 2010 meeting, the Orange 
County Human Relations Commission decided 
to look into the status of some of the groups that 
were victims of hate crimes after 9/11, now that 10 
years have passed. In particular, Muslim and Sikh 
concerns have been reported to the Commission, so 
initial outreach focused on those two communities. 
An ad hoc committee of Commissioners, Board 
members, staff and interested community 
organizations has met monthly since December 
to discuss how to assess the status and issues of 
Orange County Muslims and Sikhs. 

Many ideas surfaced and an initial action was 
undertaken by committee members from Sikh 
American Legal Defense and Education Fund 
(SALDEF) and Council on American-Islamic 
Relations (CAIR) to survey their youth to find if 
they had been the object of bullying due to their 
religion. These surveys showed that Sikh and 
Muslim youth who wear traditional dress such as 

head coverings (hijabs for Muslim females and 
patkas for Sikh boys), experience bullying at a 
much higher rate than other students. Preliminary 
results from the SALDEF survey show that 55% 
of Sikh American children report being bullied or 
harassed more than once; and 31% of Sikh children 
report being threatened with physical violence. 
These surveys will be published by the respective 
organizations at a later date.

To surface stories about the status and issues of 
these communities at this time, 10 years after they 
became the primary targets of hate crime following 
the 9/11 terrorist attacks, two Listening Sessions 
were completed in May 2011 at the Sikh Gurdwara 
services in Santa Ana and Buena Park. 

Two Muslim Listening Sessions were held in 
June at the Islamic Institute of Orange County in 
Anaheim and at the Islamic Society of Orange 
County in Garden Grove. The death of Osama Bin 
Laden added poignancy to the stories we heard.

LIStenIng SeSSIon PARtICIPAntS

Sikh and Muslim Community participants numbered about 200 at the four sessions.
Commissioners:  Ellen Ahn, Nadia Saad Bettendorf, Ken Inouye, Carol Turpen
Board Members:  Gurpreet Ahuja, Jim McQueen, Susan Reese, Juan Pablo Troncoso, ChorSwang Ngin, 

Leticia Mata
Staff:  Eli Reyna, Rusty Kennedy, Barbara Hunt, Alison Edwards
Allies:  Jasjit & Arjun Singh Ahuja, Azeem Khan-CAIR, Elaine Younes-Shura Council, Maria Khani-

Islamic Institute of OC, Arinder Singh Chadha-California Sikh Council, Birpal Kaur-SALDEF, Dennis 
Downey-CAHRO, Marquez Equalibria-CRS of USDOJ, Nirinjan Singh Khalsa-Sikh Coalition.
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Five Big Ideas and next Steps for Addressing 
the Issues We Heard at Listening Sessions:

IDeA next StePS tIMeLIne

Publish a report1.  to 
raise awareness of Sikh 
and Muslim concerns.

Present report to Board of Supervisors.

Distribute to cities, schools and 
libraries.

September, 2011 

September through 
December 2011

Promote interfaith 2. 
dialogues to build 
understanding and 
respect of diverse faiths

Approach OC Interfaith Network and 
other interfaith groups to participate in 
dialogues.

October, 2011

Seek educational 3. 
opportunities 
in schools and 
neighborhoods to 
build awareness of 
these misunderstood 
communities.

Include Sikh and Muslim educational 
elements in Walk In My Shoes 
Conference and 20 BRIDGES schools.

Support the use of educational 
materials in the basic curriculum of 
California schools that is inclusive of 
the contributions of Sikh and Muslim 
residents.

November 2011 through 
June 2012. 
 

Communicate with OC 
school superintendents to 
promote the concept and 
share materials. January 
2012

Collaborate with 4. 
Sikh and Muslim 
congregations to 
encourage reporting of 
hate crime.

Return to gurdwaras and mosques to 
report back and encourage participation 
in dialogues, hate crime reporting, and 
educational efforts.

Collaborate with Sikh and Muslim 
community organizations to encourage 
the reporting of bias incidents, and work 
to respond to those incidents.

September through 
December, 2011

Ongoing

Use the media5.  
to highlight these 
communities’ positive 
contributions.

Release Listening Session report and 
recommendations to press.

Include stories and leads to members of 
the Sikh and Muslim communities who 
may share their stories.

Write stories for publications about 
the experience of the Sikh and Muslim 
communities.

September 10, 2011 

September 10, 2011 
 
 

Three feature articles 
published in June and July 
2011
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Muslim Community Listening Sessions

MUSLIM CoMMUnIty ISSUeS SUMMARy 

1. Harassment of women and girls who wear hijabs, including pulling them off at school, 
pushing, hitting and beating up.

2. Verbal abuse, being called terrorist, dirty Muslim, towel head, Islam sucks, 9/11 is your 
fault, Go home, camel jockey, Osama is your boyfriend.

3. Job discrimination when people learn they are Muslim.
4. Fear for safety of women, girls and the vulnerable.
5. Social isolation, being the only one who is different, being shunned, having everyone go 

quiet when you join a group.
6. Ignorance and fear of Islam and Muslims.
7. Harassment by FBI and airport authorities since 9/11.

ReCoMMenDAtIonS

1. Share the stories of the Muslims 
with decision-makers to increase their 
understanding of Muslims and the day-to-day 
discrimination that they face.
Commission publishes report and distributes 
to Board of Supervisors, Cities, etc.

2. teach children and adults throughout the 
community who the Muslims are and what 
they believe, so there is less fear, and more 
understanding that they are not so different.
Include in Walk in My Shoes, teacher in-
services and BRIDGES programs.

3. establish dialogues that can promote 
interfaith understanding. 
Collaborate with Orange County Interfaith 
Network (OCIN) to organize and promote 
interfaith dialogues

4. encourage Muslims to report hate crimes 
and incidents so they are documented and the 
seriousness of the problem can be assessed.
Collaborate with CAIR, Shura Council, and 
Muslim Public Affairs Council (MPAC) to 
encourage hate crime reporting.

5. Promote programs to prevent Muslim 
children from internalizing the hate and 
bigotry that is aimed at them from an early 
age.

6. Use the media like NPR to reduce the 
ignorance, stereotypes and attendant fear of 
Muslims.
Publish feature articles such as those in the 
Fullerton Observer to tell the stories of the 
Muslim community.

7. teach interested Muslims to do 
educational presentations in schools and other 
religious institutions.
Collaborate with the local mosques, CAIR, 
MPAC and Shura Council to promote 
educational presentations.
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StoRIeS FRoM tHe MUSLIM CoMMUnIty

that her daughter had had her headscarf 
pulled. She told them to ignore these 
things, and did not bring it up with the 
school.

girl is Beaten Up after 9/11
Amira said, “I was a kid when 

September 11 occurred; it was the 
worst thing that ever happened to me.  
I was constantly harassed, I got beaten 
up in the locker room, they would 
pull my scarf all the time but I didn’t 
want to tell anybody. I found refuge in 
Mom.”

Kids Harassed at School  
but Didn’t tell Parents

The day after Sept. 11 the FBI 
came to my house and asked me 
in front of my kids, “Do you know 
anybody who wants to be a suicide 
bomber?” They asked me over and 

over. They barged into the house, opened the 2 front doors 
wide open and my two kids were very afraid.

After 9/11 my kids were harassed daily at school, 
elbowed and pushed constantly. My daughters’ hijab was 
pulled almost every day. They were called “terrorist,” but 
my kids never told me anything about it until recently. 
When I asked them why, they said they were afraid that I 
would complain and the secret agents would come back to 
our house. They told me that they used to worry a lot every 
time the doorbell rang.

I am the only Sophomore Who Wears Hijab
She’s the only girl in the grade who wears a scarf so 

many picked on her. From the 7th and 8th grades some 
called her “terrorist” or “bomber.” Some asked if Osama 
was her boyfriend. She thinks this bluster was just to 
impress their friends... to make them laugh. 

Woman Feels Job Discrimination
She was in her last job in a CPA firm for three years 

before she began wearing the hijab. She had returned home 
(to Africa) for a visit and realized she should be wearing 
it. Her boss and CEO did not like it and began treating her 
badly, although they never said it was because of the scarf. 
Finally, in December 2009, after six months, she quit. She 
did not want to complain to authorities but she still feels 
bad. She wanted to be able to keep in their good stead so 
she could get references. Until she started wearing the hijab, 
she was a valued employee. She hasn’t been able to get a 
job since she started wearing hijab.

Child’s Diaper is ordered Removed
Javid and his wife traveled to India with their 2-year-

old daughter. As they were going through security, one 
officer orders another to remove the Pamper from his 
daughter.

Daughter Verbally Assaulted
After 9/11 my daughter dropped candy on the floor at a 

gas station. A man yelled, “you are a Muslim, dirty, etc…” I 
did not answer, I ignored him.

girl Pushed and Harassed at School
I had an experience in school three days ago where a 

boy threatened to pull off my scarf. I talked to the principal 
but the boy got meaner. What do I do as I have him in two 
periods in class and he sits next to me? Two months ago, 
this boy pushed me and I hurt my hand. I told teachers that 
he said “you terrorist, you Muslims just like to hurt people.”

FBI Came to My House
Once the FBI came to my house because I gave money 

to the Holy Land Foundation. I was supporting two orphans 
and didn’t know anything about the FBI interest in the HLF.

Man yelled “Islam Sucks” at Me
I was at the Bally’s Gym on Magnolia in Anaheim and 

a guy comes up to me and asks, “You are Muslim, right?”  
I say “yes” and he starts yelling at me, “Islam Sucks,” and 
other bad demeaning things. I am a martial arts instructor, 
and I considered taking him down, but decided not to 
and asked the gym to call the police. Later that week I 
approached the same man after the police had talked to him, 
and he said he had a bad experience with a Muslim. I told 
him that Muslims were supposed to be kind. I later took 
him to lunch and we talked. His ignorance was due to what 
he heard in the media.

Son Called “Camel Jockey,” Daughter’s  
Hijab pulled

One woman noted that she tries to make friends with 
her children’s friends’ parents, but often feels repelled. She 
noted that her son had been called a “camel jockey” and 
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SIKH CoMMUnIty ISSUeS SUMMARy

1. Violence against Sikhs, especially the men and boys due to patkas (topknot of the young 
boys) or turbans, but also towards women and girls who wear their traditional attire.

2. Intimidation and humiliation of Sikhs due to their appearance, traditions and manners.
3. Fear for safety of the elderly and young Sikhs who go out into the community.
4. Discrimination in employment, housing, public service, accommodation, and many other 

locations.
5. Ignorance of who the Sikhs are among the public.

Sikh Community Listening Sessions

ReCoMMenDAtIonS

1. Share the stories of the Sikhs 
with decision-makers to increase their 
understanding of Sikhs and the day-to-day 
discrimination that they face.
OC Human Relations Commission publishes 
report and distributes to Board of Supervisors 
and City Councils

2. teach Sikhs how to respond to various 
stereotypic comments that assume they are 
Muslim, without appearing to agree with the 
anti-Muslim hysteria.
OC Human Relations reports back to Sikh 
Gurdwaras findings and actions

3. teach children and adults in schools and 
the community who the Sikhs are, what they 
believe, and the significance of their attire and 
traditional appearance.
Include as part of in-service training for 
teachers
Walk In My Shoes presentations 
BRIDGES schools suggested inclusion in 
yearly activities

4. Promote interfaith panel presentations 
in collaboration with the Interfaith Networks 
that are age appropriate.
Communicate with OCIN and interfaith 
groups about the inclusion of Sikhs and the 
organizing of interfaith panels for possible 
inclusion in public presentations

5. establish dialogues that can promote 
interfaith understanding. 
Host an interfaith dialogue with key leaders 
to set a positive example.

6. establish intergroup dialogues so groups 
like Latinos and Asians and others can learn 
about Sikhs.
Consider the possibility of setting up an 
interfaith dialogue with Orange County 
Congregation Community Organization 
(OCCCO) and Sikhs.

7. encourage Sikhs to report hate crimes and 
incidents so they are documented and the 
seriousness of the problem can be assessed.
OC Human Relations report back to 
gurdwaras with actions, and encourage 
communication of discrimination and hate 
crime to the Commission.

8. Promote programs to prevent Sikh children 
from internalizing the hate and bigotry that is 
aimed at them from an early age.
Promote the DVD, “Cultural Safari” from the 
Kaur Foundation.

9. Use the media to reduce the ignorance, 
stereotypes and attendant fear of Sikhs.
Publish feature articles such as those in the 
Fullerton Observer to help tell the story of the 
Sikh community.

10. Support the human relations 
infrastructure such as the California Sikh 
Council, Sikh Society of S. California, Sikh 
Center of Orange County, Guru Nanak Sikh 
Temple of Buena Park, SALDEF, OC Human 
Relations, etc.
Partner with all of these groups to achieve 
these actions.



7

StoRIeS FRoM tHe SIKH CoMMUnIty

Forced to take off turban 
and Cut Hair

Tegh Trishan Singh went to enlist 
in the US Army in 2009 wanting 
to serve his country. He was a high 
school student and spent numerous 
sessions with the recruiter discussing 
his opportunities to serve. Tegh is 
an observant Sikh with a traditional 
turban and uncut hair. Two weeks 
before basic training the recruiter 
assured him that the Army would 
accommodate his religion with the 
hair and turban. When his time came 
he boarded a bus for Fort Hudson. 
When he arrived and the recruits were 
disembarking the bus he was yelled 
at and belittled and told to remove 
the turban. He refused, saying that it 
was his religious requirement to wear 
it. He was then told that he was not 
allowed to enter a federal building 
with a turban on. Finally a superior 

officer came and he was allowed into the building to begin 
processing. The next three days were processing days and 
Tegh was repeatedly yelled at, sworn at, and humiliated by 
drill instructor after drill instructor for his hair and turban. 
When the last day came he was told that he had to choose, 
if he was going to stay in the Army, he was going to have 
to cut his hair and remove the turban. He did not want 
to return a failure, so in the end he relented and cut his 
hair and gave up his turban. He is now in officers training 
school. 

Refused Housing Due to turbans  
of her Sons

Anonymous woman was divorced five years ago and 
had to move out of her house with her two boys, both of 
whom were observant Sikhs who wore the turbans and did 
not cut their hair. She found a place she wanted to move 
into, and was told that first the subsidized units had to be 
filled, then if there were any left unrented she would qualify 
to move in according to the rental agent. She returned at 
the appropriate date and the agent took her application 
and said that she was eligible to rent the condo. When the 
agent came back to her, she was told that the manager had 
said no she could not rent the unit. She was told that she 
did not qualify. When she asked why, she was first told she 
qualified and then told she did not, they changed the story 
saying that the unit had fungus. Later they changed the 
explanation again saying she had missed the deadline. Each 
time she followed up for an explanation, the story changed. 

She believes that there was just one reason that she was 
denied the unit and that was her boys’ traditional Sikh dress 
with the hair and turban. 

She never protested the denial because she was in such 
a difficult time of her life; she had no energy to fight.

Harassed and yelled at from Men in a Car
I was also driving home from the gurdwara (Sikh 

house of worship) with my wife and three kids one Sunday. 
There was a car next to me with a couple guys who start 
yelling “go home.” I asked them, “do you know where I’m 
from?” They said, “we don’t care, just go home.” They 
started following my car and yelling at me to get out of 
the car. I was going to do so because I didn’t like how they 
were treating me and I was ready to defend myself. I was 
about to pull over then saw a police car close by and so 
asked the people in the other car, “Do you want me to pull 
over here?” They finally took off. My youngest child, my 
daughter, then about 11 years old, asked me, “Why do we 
have to explain ourselves to people? Why do we have to 
talk about being different?”

Shunned in the Workplace
At my company, I was actively working on a group 

project with a number of colleagues. After two years when 
we had completed the project, we had a customer come to 
check out our work and accept the quality of the product 
developed. Everyone on the team was asked to come 
and take a picture with the client except me. This really 
disturbed me. I wondered why I was left out. I did make 
notice of this when it was my turn to review my manager 
and I was told, “Oh I forgot to call you.”

Four year old Son Beaten
The son of a dentist in Brea, now age 7, got beaten up 

when he was 4. Wore a head covering. Some of his hair was 
pulled out. He had been questioned about his wrist bangle 
just before. His mom is unsure what caused the fight. No 
one wants to be his friend, she thinks because he looks 
different. He goes to Fairmont, a private school.
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Attacked at School Because  
Assumed to Be Bin Laden Supporter

Osama died on Sunday and both of my parents told 
my sister and I that we couldn’t go out during the next two 
days. Then when I went back to school, some kids told me, 
“your uncle died and are you in mourning?” Another kid 
pushed me against a locker and hurt my back but I didn’t 
report it because I was afraid that it would get worse if I 
did.

13-year-old Attacked at School, So He Cut 
His Hair and Stopped Wearing his turban

A group of Asian students hit him repeatedly, pulled off 
his turban, called him “weird,” and otherwise harassed him. 
Reluctantly, he cut his hair and stopped wearing his turban 
to fit in better; thereafter, the harassment stopped. History 
book in school has two sentences about Sikh religion, 
unlike much lengthier discussion of other religions.

Harassed Since Very young
High school student: I’ve gotten jumped, harassed and 

beaten up at school because of my identity. Because I look 
different. Since elementary school, I’ve been in numerous 
fights. In third grade, a bunch of boys came after me with 
scissors and said they were going to cut my hair. Luckily, I 
could run faster than them. People have called me testicle-
head, apple-head and Osama Bin Laden’s brother. My 
book has been tagged with “faggot.” When Osama was 
killed, someone said, “sorry about your uncle who just 
died.” I’ve been cussed at and threatened. I’ve had weapons 

used against me in school. When I was younger I used to 
get in fights every other day. I would get so angry, I even 
started some fights. People can be crazy. Now, I just cuss 
people out and walk away. It’s gotten a little bit better in 
high school than it was when I was younger. When I was 
younger, I did go to a more ghetto school; it was mostly 
made up of blacks and Mexicans. In the high school I’m at 
now, my school counselor even told me to go to my math 
teacher for extra help and when I got there, she said, “you 
see all of these students in class? They are going to be 
doctors and lawyers. You are going to be working as the 
janitor in my house.” I just walked out on her. I went and 
told the counselor about what she said and she was written 
up. There are some teachers who have been positive toward 
me, too.

Fourth grader taunted
His classmates would taunt him: “Hey, genie in a 

bottle!” They would call him a pirate, too. They would ask, 
“How do you feel now that your leader is dead?” He gets 
kicked and gets pushed down. They know that he does not 
cut his hair, so they asked him, “Is your hair long enough to 
cover your brain? Is that an ice cream? Is that a puke sac?” 
They want to cut off his ball of hair. They squeeze his hair.

teacher Verbally Assaulted
I am a teacher and students have yelled “Bin Laden” at 

me in class. Another called me a “terrorist” in class. When I 
complained to the administration, they said it was just kids 
and turned a blind eye.

listening sessions, a project of OC Human Relations Commission and


