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January 29, 2015 
  
VIA EMAIL & FEDERAL EXPRESS 
 
Lieutenant General James C. McConville 
Deputy Chief of Staff, G-1 
ATT: DAPE-HR-L 
United States Army 
300 Army Pentagon 
Washington, DC 20310-0300 
 
Re: Taranbir Singh Request for Exception to Policy to Accommodate Sikh Religious Practices 
 
Dear LTG McConville: 
 
As you may know from your predecessors, the law firm of McDermott Will & Emery LLP 
(“McDermott”) and the Sikh Coalition1 have represented several Sikh soldiers over the past six 
years in their efforts to obtain and maintain exceptions to policy (“ETP”) to accommodate their 
religious practices while serving in the U.S. Army.  In that capacity, we currently represent 
Taranbir Singh, a Sikh man and Michigan resident who has spent nearly two years attempting to 
join the U.S. Army to serve our country.  This letter responds to a July 3, 2014 letter from LTG 
Howard Bromberg, the former Deputy Chief of Staff, G-1, in which we were informed that the 
U.S. Army was unable to consider Mr. Singh’s ETP request because he was separated from the 
U.S. Army Future Soldier Program at the time that his request was apparently processed by the 
G-1.  See Appendix 1, Letter from LTG Bromberg to A. Sidhu (July 3, 2014).  We write today 
to (1) express our disappointment in this decision; (2) inform you of Mr. Singh’s efforts over the 
past six months to re-enlist in the U.S. Army; and (3) request a meeting to discuss Mr. Singh’s 
case and the issue of Sikhs serving in the U.S. Army, generally.  

I. Background on Sikh-Americans Serving in the U.S. Army 

By way of introduction, we have worked cooperatively with the G-1’s office and other Pentagon 
and Army officials since 2009 to ensure that Sikh soldiers in the U.S. Army are permitted to 

                                                 
1 By way of background, the Sikh Coalition 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 Coalition owes its existence in large part to the effort to combat 
discrimination against Sikh-Americans after September 11, 2001.  Since its inception, the Sikh Coalition has worked 
with government agencies and the private sector to achieve mutually acceptable solutions to the accommodation of 
Sikh religious practices. 
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practice their religion—including keeping uncut hair and beards and wearing a turban—while 
maintaining the highest standards of neat and conservative uniformity, meeting all safety 
requirements, and contributing to, rather than degrading, esprit de corps and unit cohesion.  To 
that end, we have seen the successful re-integration of Sikh soldiers into the U.S. Army2 starting 
in 2009 with MAJ Kamaljeet S. Kalsi and CPT Tejdeep S. Rattan and continuing with CPL 
Simran Preet S. Lamba in 2010.  As has been extensively reported in both the military and 
mainstream media, all three of these Sikh soldiers have had exceptional careers in the U.S. Army 
and have proudly defended our country, including in deployments to Afghanistan for MAJ Kalsi 
and CPT Rattan.  MAJ Kalsi, a Bronze Star Medal recipient, and CPT Rattan, an Army 
Commendation Medal and a NATO Medal recipient, were both recognized for their significant 
contributions to our military’s mission while deployed. 

In support of our advocacy efforts, McDermott and the Sikh Coalition published a White Paper 
that provides an in-depth discussion of the policies underlying the presumptive exclusion of 
Sikh-Americans from all branches of the U.S. Armed Forces and describes our advocacy efforts 
over the past six years to break down these barriers.  See Appendix 2 (The Case for Ending the 
Presumptive Ban on Observant Sikhs in the U.S. Armed Forces, Mar. 10, 2014).  The Sikh 
Coalition also submitted testimony for a September 19, 2014 hearing of the House Armed 
Services Committee, Subcommittee on Military Personnel.  See Appendix 3 (Statement for the 
Record of the Sikh Coalition (Sept. 19, 2014)).   

Despite the undisputed fact that Sikh soldiers can meet safety and uniformity standards, current 
policy continues to close the door to Sikhs who wish to join the U.S. Army while maintaining 
their religiously mandated articles of faith.  In particular, the January 2014 revisions of 
Department of Defense Instruction (“DoDI”) Number 1300.17 retain a presumptive ban on Sikh 
articles of faith in the U.S. Armed Services.  We raised our concerns at a March 10, 2014 
meeting at the White House and sent a follow-up letter to the Department of Defense.  See 
Appendix 4 (Letter from Amandeep Sidhu to Lernes Herbert, Principal Director, Military 
Personnel Policy, U.S. Dept. of Defense (Apr. 17, 2014)).  As detailed in our correspondence 
with the DoD, the revised DoDI 1300.17 asks devout Sikhs to choose between practicing their 
religion and serving their country.  One year after these revisions, DoDI 1300.17 continues to 
have a chilling effect on religious liberty for aspiring Sikh-American Service members. 

II. Taranbir Singh’s Original Efforts to Join the U.S. Army 

The primary purpose of this letter is to raise our grave concerns about the way Mr. Singh’s ETP 
request for religious accommodation was handled by the G-1’s office.  In light of our extensive 

                                                 
2 Throughout the 20th century, starting with World War I, dozens of Sikhs served in the U.S. Army with turbans and 
beards.  In addition, several Sikhs were grandfathered in under the pre-1981 policy and served honorably in the U.S. 
Army with their Sikh articles of faith intact – some even serving lifetime careers.  This latter group includes COL 
Gopal S. Khalsa, COL Gurbhajan Singh, COL Arjinderpal S. Sekhon, SGT Sevak S. Kroesen, SGT Kirnbir S. 
Grewal, and MAJ Parbhur S. Brar.   
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prior correspondence with your office, enclosed herein, below is a brief summary of Mr. Singh’s 
efforts: 

• As a practicing Sikh, Mr. Singh is religiously mandated to maintain certain articles of 
faith—namely, a turban, unshorn hair, and an unshorn beard. 

• Mr. Singh was recruited into the U.S. Army through the Military Accessions Vital to the 
National Interest (“MAVNI”) program for his linguistic skills in the Punjabi language.  
Mr. Singh and his recruiter discussed his need for a religious accommodation and 
determined his proposed MOS would be for a 92A Automated Logistical Specialist.   

• On February 28, 2013, Mr. Singh submitted a letter requesting an ETP to General David 
Mann.  See Appendix 5 (Letter from Amandeep Sidhu to LTG Howard B. Bromberg, 
Deputy Chief of Staff, G-1 (Apr. 18, 2013)), at Ex. A.  It was Mr. Singh’s understanding 
that his ETP request would be forwarded through the chain-of-command. 

• As a follow-up to his request, on March 19, 2013, Mr. Singh met with Lieutenant Colonel 
John F. Blankenhorn, Commander of the Great Lakes Recruiting Battalion, to discuss his 
ETP request, his interest in proudly serving his country, and the tenets of his religion.   

• On March 28, 2013, Mr. Singh submitted a sworn statement, DA Form 2823, requesting 
an ETP for his religious articles of faith to Lieutenant Colonel Blankenhorn.  See 
Appendix 5, at Ex. B.  However, on March 28, 2013, Mr. Singh was separated from the 
U.S. Army Future Soldiers Program by order.  See Appendix 5, at Ex. C.  

• On April 17, 2013, the Army Recruiting Command at Fort Knox notified counsel for Mr. 
Singh that his ETP request had been denied and that he was discharged pursuant to Army 
Regulation 600-20 § 5-6 g(4)(h)1, which, on its face, does not provide for religious 
accommodations to the U.S. Army’s uniform and personal grooming standards.     

• On April 18, 2013, McDermott and the Sikh Coalition submitted an extensive package of 
information to LTG Howard B. Bromberg, Deputy Chief of Staff, G-1 on behalf of Mr. 
Singh’s efforts to obtain an ETP.  Specifically, that correspondence represented an appeal 
of the command decision denying Mr. Singh’s ETP request (which resulted in his 
separation on March 28, 2013) pursuant to Army Regulation 600-20 § 5-6 g(4)(h)5.  See 
Appendix 5, at 2.  It was then (and remains now) our understanding that decisions 
regarding the approval or denial of an ETP for uniform and grooming policies for Sikh 
soldiers lie solely with the G-1, as directed by the Secretary of the Army.  Therefore, any 
decision in the chain-of-command regarding Mr. Singh’s ETP request was subject to 
review by the G-1’s office.  While we continued to advocate for Mr. Singh’s ETP, we did 
not receive any response to this April 18, 2013 correspondence from the G-1’s office or 
any other U.S. Army component. 

• In the absence of a response from the G-1’s office, we sent additional correspondence to 
the G-1’s office on May 16, 2014.  See Appendix 6 (Letter from Amandeep Sidhu to 
LTG Howard B. Bromberg, Deputy Chief of Staff, G-1 (May 16, 2014)).  In that letter, 
we noted our concern that Mr. Singh’s request for an ETP had been pending for over a 
year and that a response was long overdue.  Id.  We also raised concerns that the January 
22, 2014 revisions to DoDI 1300.17, “Accommodation of Religious Practices Within the 
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Military Services,” called to question the untimeliness of the G-1’s decision regarding 
Mr. Singh’s request.  Id. 

On July 3, 2014, your predecessor, LTG Howard Bromberg, sent us a letter indicating that 
“[b]ecause Mr. Singh ceased to be a Future Soldier on March 28, 2013, I am not able to consider 
his request for a waiver of uniform and grooming standards based on religious faith.”  See 
Appendix 1, at 1.  Based on this response, we are left to believe that Mr. Singh’s request for an 
ETP to accommodate his religious practices was never reviewed on the merits in response to the 
April 18, 2013 appeal pursuant to A.R. 600-20 § 5-6 g(4)(h)5.  Rather, it appears that the Army 
unilaterally made the decision to separate Mr. Singh from the U.S. Army not only while his 
request for a religious accommodation was pending, but because of it, and chose to wait nearly 
15 months to inform us of this technicality. 

III. Taranbir Singh’s Current Efforts to Re-Enlist in the U.S. Army 

Despite receiving this disappointing news from the Army, Mr. Singh has not lost his resolve to 
serve our country.  To the contrary, he has redoubled his efforts by attempting to reenlist to avail 
himself of the new religious accommodation process available to existing and prospective 
soldiers.  However, the recent revisions to DoDI 1300.17 have done nothing to clarify the 
process by which Mr. Singh can request an ETP to accommodate his religious practices.   

On July 15, 2014—just two weeks after receiving the denial letter from LTG Bromberg—Mr. 
Singh met with his former recruiter, SGT Seth F. Duke, at the U.S. Army Career Center in Ann 
Arbor, Michigan to begin the enlistment process.  At that time, Mr. Singh was informed that the 
MAVNI program was still open for Punjabi speakers and that he could re-apply for 
enlistment.  On July 31, 2014, Mr. Singh was informed by SFC Howard Kott that he would have 
to re-sign all prior forms, get another immigration background check, and re-enlist in the Army.  
SGT Kott conveyed his confidence that Mr. Singh would receive a religious accommodation that 
would allow him to serve in the Army.  Mr. Singh was informed that the Army Recruiting 
Command contacted the Lansing office regarding his ETP request and was informed that there 
are “new policies” that would be communicated to the recruiters so that Mr. Singh could apply 
and re-enlist without any further delays.  The Lansing office also passed on information received 
from the Sikh Coalition up the chain-of-command. 

On August 10, 2014, Mr. Singh’s recruiter contacted him to re-schedule the MAVNI Punjabi 
language test, as his scores had expired from the prior filing.  On August 18, 2014, Mr. Singh 
successfully completed all physical and medical tests, all immigration and other background 
checks, and still had a valid Armed Services Vocational Aptitude Battery (“ASVAB”) score on 
file.  On August 26, 2014, Mr. Singh re-took the MAVNI Punjabi Language OPI Exam and 
passed again.   

Over the next several weeks, Gurjot Kaur, a staff attorney at the Sikh Coalition, exchanged 
several emails with SGT Duke, MAJ Adam Mellor, Chief of Reserve Affairs at the U.S. Army 
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Recruiting Command at Fort Knox, and others that were involved in Mr. Singh’s recruitment and 
request for a religious accommodation.  While everyone was familiar with Mr. Singh’s case, he 
has not yet received any further information—either directly or through his counsel—regarding 
his status.  We understand that the MAVNI program has reopened for 2015 so the only basis for 
delaying his re-enlistment is based on his need for an ETP to accommodate his religious 
practices.  We continue to fear that Sikh-Americans, including Mr. Singh, will continue to be 
denied an equal opportunity to join the U.S. Army.   

* * * * * 

The exclusion of Sikh-Americans from serving in the U.S. Armed Forces contradicts the very 
freedoms we fight to defend around the world.  We are hopeful that this letter brings to your 
attention the need to address the specific circumstances of Mr. Singh, but also the broader 
obstacles facing Sikh-Americans seeking to serve in the U.S. Army, as well as active soldiers 
who may seek to request religious accommodations in the future.  I cannot underscore more 
emphatically our deep respect for our military’s interests in safety, uniformity, and unit cohesion.  
However, the positive experiences of Sikh soldiers who have served in the U.S. Army over the 
past century—and in particular over the past six years—are inconsistent with the exclusionary 
posture we have seen the U.S. Army take in recent months.   

In particular, we reject the unsubstantiated assumptions that you made in your December 19, 
2014 letter to Hofstra University ROTC Candidate Iknoor Singh in response to his request for 
religious accommodation.  See Appendix 7 (Letter from LTG James McConville, Deputy Chief 
of Staff, G-1, to Iknoor Singh c/o Heather Weaver, American Civil Liberties Union (Dec. 19, 
2014)).  While you assert that the accommodation of Sikh soldiers is inconsistent with safety, 
uniformity, and unit cohesion, these assumptions are not only directly contradicted by the fact 
that the U.S. Army has successfully accommodated three of our clients but also diminishes their 
proud service to our country.   

While other individuals, like Iknoor Singh, have chosen to litigate their disputes with the U.S. 
Army, this has not been our approach for the past six years and we do not intend to start now, 
unless absolutely necessary.  Our preference has always been—and will continue to be—to work 
cooperatively to find a way forward to ensure that Sikh soldiers are able to practice their faith 
while remaining unwavering in their commitment to the U.S. Army’s uniform and safety 
standards.  To that end, please contact me within the next 30 days to (1) provide a status update 
regarding Mr. Singh’s re-enlistment in to the U.S. Army; and (2) schedule an in-person meeting 
to discuss Mr. Singh’s case as well as the broader issue of Sikhs serving in the U.S. Army. 
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Thank you in advance for your time and consideration.   

Sincerely,  

 
Amandeep S. Sidhu 
Counsel to The Sikh Coalition 
 
Enclosures 
 
cc (w/ enclosures): 
 

Rep. Joseph Crowley, New York’s 14th Congressional District 
The Hon. Jessica L. Wright, Acting Under Secretary of Defense for Personnel and Readiness 
The Hon. Virginia S. Penrod, Deputy Assistant Secretary of Defense (Military Personnel Policy) 
The Hon. Lernes J. Hebert, Principal Director, Military Personnel Policy, Office of the Under   

Secretary of Defense, Personnel and Readiness 
Harsimran Kaur, Esq., The Sikh Coalition 
Gurjot Kaur, Esq., The Sikh Coalition 
Rajdeep Singh, Esq., The Sikh Coalition 
Taranbir Singh 

 
 
 


	I. Background on Sikh-Americans Serving in the U.S. Army
	II. Taranbir Singh’s Original Efforts to Join the U.S. Army
	III. Taranbir Singh’s Current Efforts to Re-Enlist in the U.S. Army

