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TIMELINE OF RECENT EVENTS

•	 February 22, 2010 – 2 Sikhs are beheaded by Taliban near 
Afghanistan-Pakistan border 

•	 August 17, 2014 – 30 Afghan Sikhs are discovered in the UK, while 
attempting to smuggle themselves in a shipping container to flee 
Afghanistan in desperation 

•	 December 31, 2016 – Nirmohan Singh Bindra was murdered in 
Kunduz, Afghanistan while at his place of business 

•	 January 29, 2017 – Moor Singh is shot by unknown gunmen in 
Kandahar, Afghanistan 

•	 July 1, 2018 – 19 killed in suicide bomb attack claimed by ISIS in 
Jalalabad, Afghanistan, including political candidate, Awtar Singh 
Khalsa 

•	 March 15, 2019 – Arjit Singh, a resident of Kabul, Afghanistan, is 
brutally murdered  

•	 March 25, 2020 – 25 members of Afghan Sikh community are 
massacred by ISIS terrorists in Kabul, Afghanistan; over 150 injured 

•	 March 28, 2020 – ISIS issues threats against Sikh and Hindu 
communities, giving ultimatum to leave country within 10 days or 
face more terrorist apprisals
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OVERVIEW OF THE CURRENT SITUATION 

BACKGROUND

Sikh and Hindu Afghans face imminent danger to life, liberty, and property in Afghanistan. Their 
future is tenuous and endangered. They are currently under the specter of threat of death by 
ISIS terrorists, who have murdered nearly 45 members of this small community in suicide attacks 
over the past 18 months, and have given an ultimatum to immediately leave the country or face 
greater onslaught.

The Sikh and Hindu communities have lived in Afghanistan for centuries but now make up less 
than one percent of Afghanistan’s population of approximately 30 million.1 Prior to the collapse 
of the pro-Soviet regime in 1992, there were nearly 200,000 members of the two communities.2 
The number is now estimated at 395 families, as many Sikh and Hindu families sought refuge 
in other countries during the civil war due to targeting and restrictions upon the practice of 
their faiths. Conditions have not improved with time and religious persecution in the form of 
the jizya (religious tax on non-Muslims), harassment and even the ongoing threat of abduction 
and kidnapping have made living conditions in Afghanistan unbearable for the Sikh and Hindu 
communities. Repeated suicide bombing attacks, especially at religious institutions, with 
increasing frequency and the government unable or unwilling to provide the necessary security 
means the days for the community are numbered.

Those remaining are often unable to move due to lack of financial resources and as conditions 
worsen, travel for Afghan Sikhs, who are very visible due to their articles of faith, has become 
increasingly difficult.

On 25th March 2020, terrorists from the Islamic State (ISIS) stormed a crowded Sikh temple 
and housing complex in Kabul, killing at least 25 people, and injuring 8 after holding a 150+ 
community hostage within complex, inclusive of women and children. Of the deceased, one is a 
3 year old child.3 Later, the community was further traumatized as a bomb was detonated beside 
the cremation site of the deceased Sikhs.

Currently there are Sikh and Hindu communities centered in three main areas: Kabul, Jalalabad 
and Ghazni. There are also some businesses operated by members of these communities in 
other places like Kandahar. Sikhs and Hindus who lived in more isolated areas or in smaller 
communities such as Helmand have now largely either moved to other cities or left Afghanistan. 
Some particularly vulnerable remaining families consist of lone female caregivers and their 
juvenile children, whose male family members have been lost or killed in conflicts. Other 
families consist of fragmented extended family units. The community also includes elders who 
have been stranded by children who have fled abroad during previous conflicts.

1.   US Department of State, May 1, 2015, ‘International Religious Freedom Report for 2014,’ http://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/Afghanistan%202015.pdf
2.   Institute for War and Peace Reporting, July 11, 2013, Tough times for Afghan Hindus and Sikhs, dated, https://iwpr.net/global-voices/tough-times-afghan-hindus-
and-sikhs
3.   Terror Attack Strikes Afghan Capital as Another City is Locked down for Coronavirus, March 25, 2020, The war rages even as coronavirus spreads, with the latest 
attack killing at least 25 at a Sikh temple in Kabul, dated, https://www.nytimes.com/2020/03/25/world/asia/afghanistan-sikh-kabul.html
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RELIGIOUS PERSECUTION

Although the Constitution of Afghanistan allows citizens the right to follow their own religion, 
Sikhs and Hindus face discrimination, intimidation, harassment and violence. Due to the verbal 
and physical abuse in public places, Sikhs and Hindus are hesitant to leave their homes. The 
government has been ineffective in protecting minorities from harassment.

Religious practices of Sikhs and Hindus such as cremation of the dead are limited or restricted 
by local authorities and the public. Sikhs in particular have had their hair forcefully cut as a 
specific act of religious violence.

Extremists in Afghanistan have made it untenable for Sikhs and Hindus to live in peace. Sikh 
and Hindu communities and particularly businesses are often also forced to pay a tax on non-
Muslims called the jizya under threat of death and ongoing pressure to convert to Islam.4 Sikhs 
in Helmand have reported public boycotts of Sikh and Hindu businesses that were announced 
through local radio stations.

Educational Discrimination: Sikh and Hindu students are formally permitted to attend state-run 
schools, but in most cases have been functionally prevented from doing so for the past several 
years. Sikh and Hindu students face systematic discrimination from educators and students 
of the majority communities, including mocking and shaming, exclusion from school activities 
and pressure to convert to Islam.5 Of consequence, in many cases the only education available 
is informally at Sikh Gurdwaras and Hindu temples where such individuals are functionally 
confined. Most parents are afraid to send their children to school in fear that they will be verbally 
and physically assaulted. These are not isolated incidents but daily occurrences.6

Targeting of Women: Sikh and Hindu Afghans, particularly women, are afraid to leave their 
homes alone. In the words of a recent Sikh refugee from Helmand, “our women have to wear 
burqa (veil) to go to marketplaces. We can’t visit our gurdwara and often, locals spit on our 
faces. They humiliate us for our joora (religiously-kept hair), taunt us by saying kafir (infidel)7”.

According to the Institute for War and Peace Reporting, “Many Hindus and Sikhs, however, say 
they face threats, insults and even physical violence from their neighbors. “Our women can’t go 
out,” said Bajan Singh, who has a grocery shop in Kabul. “When our children go to school, they 
are insulted by their classmates for being Hindu. A number of our Hindu brothers have been 
beaten and their money stolen. All of our rights have been trampled on. I wish [the government] 
would move us to some other country.”8

Physical Attacks: According to Anarkali Honaryar, a Sikh lawmaker and activist, “there have 
been incidents where people threw stones at Sikh funeral processions and verbally attacked 
them.”9

4.   Yudhvir Rana, October 3, 2015, Times of India, “Oppressed by Taliban Afghan Sikh families seek help from DSGMC’ http://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/city/amrit-
sar/Oppressed-by-Taliban-Afghan-Sikh-families-seek-help-from-DSGMC/articleshow/49203242.cms
5.   Danielle Moylan, January 9, 2016, Al Jazeera, Inside the Little Known Kitchen of Afghanistan’s Sikhs http://www.aljazeera.com/programmes/ajeats/2016/01/af-
ghanistan-sikhs-160104170656660.html
6.   Institute for War & Peace Reporting Supra.
7.   Yudhvir Rana, Supra.
8.   Ibid.
9.   Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty, 19 August 2014 ‘When are you going back?’ Afghanistan’s Sikhs, strangers in their own land,. http://www.rferl.org/content/af-
ghanistan-sikh-minority/26539541.html
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Sikh and Hindu populations continue to encounter problems obtaining land for cremations 
and suffer harassment during major religious celebrations. When taking dead bodies to the 
crematorium, a police escort is necessary. Even with the police escort, locals continue to throw 
stones.10

According to a June 2016 report, even in Kabul, “Jagtar Singh Laghmani was in his traditional 
herb shop when a man turned up, drew a knife and told him to convert to Islam or he would cut 
his throat.”11

The Los Angeles Times reports “Sikhs say, Afghan President Hamid Karzai’s weak and 
embattled government rarely counters prejudice by the majority population, which emboldens 
attackers. Hooligans rob, insult and spit at them on the street, they say, order them to remove 
their turbans and try to steal their land.”12

The trends of religious discrimination and violent threads often have manifested into targeted 
terrorist attacks against the Sikh community. On July 1, 2018 in Jalalabad, Afghanistan, a suicide 
bomber struck a crowd of Afghan Sikhs and Hindus arriving to meet with President Ashraf 
Ghani. At least 19 people were killed, and 10 others wounded. This attack claimed the life of 
Avtar Singh Khalsa - the only Sikh candidate running in the elections in the country.13

Discrimination in Employment: With respect to employment, Sikhs and Hindus face 
discrimination in the labor market making their economic prospects untenable. This is not 
restricted to the private sector but also extends to government jobs. The UK Home Office’s 
report titled Country Information and Guidance Afghanistan: Hindus and Sikhs cites a report 
from February 2015, noting “Nobody apart from a Sikh trader or craftsman would employ any 
of them [i.e. members of the Sikh community] and even that would be difficult as Sikhs would 
prioritize their own relatives for hiring.” Even those that once hired Sikhs and Hindus have been 
forced to stop due to extortion, resulting in further marginalization of the communities.14

Theft of Land: Sikh and Hindu communities continue to be stripped of their housing and land, 
some that they have occupied for centuries.15 Although they are entitled to pursue restitution 
through the courts, they often refuse to do so in fear of retaliation. Members of the two 
communities feel unprotected, especially when powerful local leaders are the ones occupying 
their land.16 Large numbers of Sikh and Hindu families currently live in Sikh Gurdwaras and 
temples as their properties have been illegally occupied.

10.   Institute for War and Peace Reporting, supra.
11.   Hamid Shlizi, June 22, 2016, Reuters, Afghanistan’s dwindling Sikh, Hindu communities flee new abuses, http://www.reuters.com/article/us-afghanistan-minori-
ty-idUSKCN0Z82SL
12.   Los Angeles Times, June 10, 2013, Afghan Sikhs, already marginalised, are pushed to the brink, dated http://articles.latimes.com/2013/jun/10/world/la-fg-afghani-
stan-sikhs-20130611
13.   UK Home Office, February 2016, Country information and guidance report: Hindus and Sikhs, Afghanistan, https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/up-
loads/attachment_data/file/495865/CIG_-_Afghanistan_-_Sikhs_and_Hindus_v2_0.pdf at 8.4.2
14.   The New York Times, July 1, 2018, Sikhs and Hindus Bear Brunt of Latest Afghanistan Suicide Attack https://www.nytimes.com/2018/07/01/world/asia/afghani-
stan-school-attack-nangarhar.html
15.   Ibid.
16.   US Department of State, July 28, 2014, ‘International Religious Freedom Report for 2013,’ Afghanistan, Section II. Government Practices. http://www.state.gov/j/
drl/rls/irf/religiousfreedom/index.htm?year=2013&dlid=222323

4



LEGAL POSITION OF AFGHAN SIKHS AND HINDUS IN AFGHANISTAN

The legal system in Afghanistan is rooted in Islam and thus, disadvantages those whom practice 
the Sikh faith or Hinduism. The US Department of State’s International Religious Freedom Report 
2015 noted:

“President Ghani and CEO Abdullah oversee a constitutional and legal system that 
restricts religious freedom. The Afghan constitution fails to protect the individual right to 
freedom of religion or belief, allows ordinary laws to supersede other fundamental rights, 
and contains a repugnancy clause stating that no law can be contrary to the tenants 
of Islam. Governments have interpreted narrowly the repugnancy clause, which limits 
freedom of religion or belief. The penal code permits the courts to defer to Shari’ah law 
in cases involving matters that neither the penal code nor constitution explicitly address, 
such as apostasy and conversion, resulting in those charges being punishable by death. 
State-backed religious leaders and the judicial system are empowered to interpret and 
enforce Islamic principles and Shari’ah law, leading at times to arbitrary and abusive 
interpretations of religious orthodoxy.”17

ATTITUDE OF THE STATE

Religious minorities remain vulnerable to targeted attacks. The state of Afghanistan continues to 
fail at curbing incitement and violence against Sikh and Hindu communities.

The 2014 US Department of State’s International Religious Freedom Report noted “The lack 
of government responsiveness to the needs of or protection for minority religious groups 
and individuals contributed to abuses of religious freedom.” The report went on to add that 
“Members of minority religious groups continued to suffer discrimination, and the government 
often did not protect minorities from societal harassment. The government enforced existing 
legal restrictions on religious freedom selectively and in a discriminatory manner.”18

Even the Afghan government has acknowledged the serious issues the country faces in 
protecting religious minorities. In a Radio Free Europe interview in November 2014, the 
Deputy Minister for Frontier Nations and Tribal Affairs stated: “We are putting pressure on local 
authorities in one area to give them [Sikhs and Hindus] a township. God willing, they will be 
placed there as time goes by. The area will be made safe for them, places for their ceremonies, 
and also for cremating their dead will all be provided for them in this township.19”

This proposed ‘solution’ would present extreme security risks for the Sikh and Hindu 
populations. Moving these individuals from across Afghanistan to a single location would 
present multiple opportunities for attack. Furthermore, if this plan were to be successful, having 
an entire group of religious minorities in a single township would create a singular target for 
motivated militant extremists.

17.   US Department of State, May 1, 2015, ‘International Religious Freedom Report for 2014,’ http://www.uscirf.gov/sites/default/files/Afghanistan%202015.pdf
18.   US Department of State, ‘International Religious Freedom Report for 2013,’ Afghanistan, Section II. Government Practices Supra.
19.   Radio Free Europe/Radio Liberty, November 27, 2014, Sikhs and Hindus Flee Afghanistan As NATO Pulls Back https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5XFPFn8j8XQ
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Due to the decreasing size of the Sikh and Hindu communities, they cannot demand the same 
protections that others enjoy because they are too small numerically to matter politically. This is 
exemplified in the discriminatory distribution of resources within Afghanistan. The government 
provides free electricity to mosques while Sikh and Hindu communities must pay commercial 
rates for the electricity used to power Hindu Mandirs and Sikh Gurdwaras.20 The government is 
unwilling to address this concern.

In terms of political representation, only one seat in the upper house, out of 249, is reserved 
for the appointment of a Sikh or Hindu representative. There is no representation of Sikhs or 
Hindus in the lower house and Parliament continues to reject recommendations to create on 
reserved seat for both Sikhs and Hindus in the lower house.21

The US Department of State’s International Religious Freedom Report stated “Sikh leaders 
complained they lacked political representation, stating that most Afghans fail to distinguish 
between Hindus and Sikhs despite significant religious differences…”22 This continues to be an 
issue as the Sikh and Hindu communities continue to shrink, further reducing the potential to 
gain political representation.

CHALLENGES IN EXTRACTING SIKHS AND HINDUS IN AFGHANISTAN

As extremist elements, including the Taliban and ISIS, are gaining influence and territory in areas 
of Afghanistan, Sikh and Hindu Afghans face increased hostility, persecution and danger.

Gauging the true situation of Sikhs and Hindus in Afghanistan poses challenges in of itself, as 
members of the community are distrustful of outsiders and therefore reluctant to speak openly 
about their circumstances. Afghan Sikhs who leave Afghanistan are often reluctant to even 
provide their names as they fear family members remaining behind may be targeted for kidnap 
and extortion.

The story of Kulraj Singh, a 22-year-old Afghan Sikh, demonstrates the risks involved with 
attempting to escape from Afghanistan. Kulraj remained in captivity for 40 days, 17 of which 
were spent in solitary confinement and three days in water.23

In Kulraj’s words, “they used to torture me, cut my hair and kept me without food for days. For 17 
days, I couldn’t see sun and for three days they kept me in neck-deep water demanding money 
and forcing me to convert to Islam.”24

Kulraj Singh alleges that kidnapping of Sikhs and Hindus in Afghanistan is common. After 
freeing himself from the Taliban, he went to Delhi to seek help for the Sikh and Hindu population 
left in Afghanistan. “Rest of my relatives are there in Afghanistan. Their life is in danger. We 
are called ‘kafir’ [infidel]; we are not allowed to even cremate our dead relatives as they have 
wrestled control on our crematoriums.”25

20.   US Department of State, ‘International Religious Freedom Report for 2013,’ Afghanistan, Section II. Government Practices Supra.
21.   United States Department of State, 2014 Country Reports on Human Rights Practices - Afghanistan, 25 June 2015, Section 3.Elections and Political Participation. 
Participation of Women and Minorities http://www.state.gov/j/drl/rls/hrrpt/humanrightsreport/index.htm?year=2014&dlid=236632
22.   US Department of State ‘International Religious Freedom Report for 2013,’ Afghanistan, Section II. Government Practices. 28 July 2014. Supra.
23.   Yudhvir Rana, September 23, 2015, The Times of India ‘Tortured Afghan Sikh Came to India for Help’ http://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/city/amritsar/TorturedAf-
ghan-Sikhs-came-to-India-for-help/articleshow/49070485.cms?from=mdr
24.   Ibid.
25.   Ibid.
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In addition to the threat of kidnap and torture, one of the challenges in extracting Sikhs and 
Hindus in Afghanistan is the potential for extortion. At the individual level, the Taliban will often 
demand a significant amount of money from the family and friends of the hostage in exchange 
for his/her release. In the case of Kulraj Singh, the Taliban demanded a random of 10,000,000 
Rupees but was released when local Afghan Sikhs pooled a payment of 500,000 Rupees.

There is potential for extremist elements to increasingly target Sikhs and Hindus and demand 
larger ransoms if there is a belief the global community is willing to pay and there are attempts 
to extract Sikhs and Hindus out of Afghanistan. According to one report, a Hindu man begged 
an Anadolu Agency reporter to interview him so that he could seek asylum in another country 
but immediately changed his mind, fearing the consequences of his name being published and 
retaliation from the Taliban.26

26.   Zabihulla Tmanna, October 9, 2015, Anadolu Agency, Afghan Sikhs, Hindus fear violence but long for home http://aa.com.tr/en/life/afghan-sikhs-hindus-fear-vio-
lence-but-long-for-home/436821
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RECOMMENDATIONS

Relocation of Sikhs and Hindus within Afghanistan is not a viable option. No area in Afghanistan 
is hospitable or even safe to these communities. They have no ability to freely practice their 
faiths in the country. Furthermore, as visible targets due to their articles of faith, Afghan Sikhs 
face significant travel risks to any internal flight options in the form of IEDs, roadside attacks, 
kidnapping, summary execution, and other insurgent or paramilitary action.

Fleeing to neighboring states is also not an option for Sikh and Hindu religious minorities. 
Afghan Sikh and Hindu refugees who have fled to neighboring Pakistan and India have for 
decades face discrimination as minorities, and have been systematically denied access to 
health care, education for their children and long-term legal status. Specifically in India, Afghan 
Sikhs and Hindus continue to lack legal status and face serious challenges in accessing social 
services and employment. The long-term prospects of Afghan Sikhs and Hindus in India lack 
promise and are grim. In Pakistan, even long-term Afghan refugees in general are facing forced 
return to an increasingly hostile Afghanistan.27 Afghan Sikh and Hindu refugees in particular 
continue to face systematic discrimination exclusion from education, employment, and legal 
status due to their religious minority status in a Muslim country.

Without the possibility of meaningful local integration, or the prospect of voluntary return to a 
decreasingly stable country, permanent resettlement of Afghan minority asylum seekers into 
third countries is the only viable long-term durable solution.

Hindu and Sikh communities in Afghanistan must be surveyed by agents (NGOs) who they can 
establish trust with in order to determine if supports (material, security, political or otherwise) can 
be provided which may allow them to remain in the country they have called home for centuries.

Where these communities demonstrate an inability to exercise their basic human rights or face 
overwhelming persecution and threat, The United States of America has a formal humanitarian 
obligation to assist in their evacuation and resettlement.

The United States of America has been a beacon for religious liberty and freedom. It is 
important we act now before the inevitable next attack on the Sikh and Hindu minority 
communities. 

Specifically, we ask that you urgently and collaboratively implement the following requests:

US Embassy (Kabul)
•	 Contact USRAP immediately and coordinate meetings between all Afghan Sikh and Hindu 

families and relevant agency partners operating under USRAP and UNHCR
•	 Refer and immediately recommend all Afghan Sikh and Hindu families for resettlement under 

the USRAP, as authorized by the U.S. Department of State

27.   United States Institute for Peace, January 13, 2016, The Forced Return of Afghan Refugees and Implications for Stability, http://www.usip.org/publica-
tions/2016/01/13/the-forced-return-of-afghan-refugees-and-implications-stability
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United States Refugee Admission Program (USRAP)
•	 Work with interagency partners – including the U.S. Department of State/Population, 

Refugees and Migration (PRM), United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) 
and the Resettlement Support Centers (RSC) – to immediately interview and process Afghan 
Sikh and Hindu families residing in Afghanistan to facilitate their referral to USRAP

•	 In Urgent situations, the local RSCs are authorized to screen applicants for expedited 
processing under the USRAP program. We ask that the RSCs expedite all of these families 
due to the imminent danger they face and count them towards the 2020 Fiscal Year under 
USRAP. 

United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR)
•	 Immediately conduct a registration and resettlement referral, based on vulnerability and 

eligibility assessments
•	 Work with your interagency group (based in Afghanistan) on how to immediately respond to 

and protect internally displaced Afghan Sikhs and Hindus
•	 Meet and screen all Afghan Sikhs and Hindus for refugee eligibility and refer them to USRAP
•	 Move Afghan Sikhs and Hindus to a safe zone outside of Afghanistan, where further refugee 

screening eligibility can be conducted

Given the serious challenges and threats Afghan Sikhs face with respect to mobility and travel 
to countries of temporary asylum, similar expedited or waived procedures should be established 
for Afghan Sikhs and Hindu refugees. 

The United States cannot turn its back on Afghan Sikhs and Hindus who are facing a horrific 
choice between exodus and extinction. They simply want to live in peace with security and 
dignity. We hope you understand the gravity of the situation they face and will act with urgency.

For further information:
Deepak Ahluwalia, Esq.
deepak@singhahluwalia.com
ph 559.878.4958
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ph  559.647.4700  |  email  info@jakara.org
6089 N 1st St., Ste. 102  |  Fresno, CA 93710


