


















































































































































































 

 

February 26, 2020 

 
NYC Council Members 
Committee on Education Oversight 
250 Broadway, 14th Floor 
New York, NY 10007 
 
Dear Council Members, please find the below testimony in support of NYC Council Res. 146. 
 
As you are fully aware NYC is the most diverse city in the world, we speak over 190 languages 
from 179 different countries. Each community brings its own culture and heritage, which makes 
a vibrant tapestry of this city. We celebrate many holidays and for some of those holidays our 
children get to stay home and celebrate with their family. Recently, mayor de Blasio included 
three more holidays to the school calendar (Eid, Eid ul fitr and Lunar New Year) which is 
commendable. By way of this letter we would like to bring to your attention that we have large 
number of South Asian and Indo Caribbean lives in NYC and many of them celebrate Diwali as 
one of their most important holiday.  
 
Diwali is a holiday that is observed by people of Hindu, Jain and Sikh faiths. According to the 
most recent census, there are nearly 300,000 New York City residents of whom celebrate 
Diwali. Millions of people around the world keep Diwali by lighting lamps to symbolize 
righteousness and light overcoming and dispelling ignorance and darkness. It is a five-day 
festival that begins on the 13th day of the Hindu month of Kartik and observers of the holiday 
spend time with their loved ones and priests performing prayers.  
 
In 2018, Diwali was observed on Wednesday, November 7th and community members voiced 
support for giving students who observe the holiday a day off from the school. In 2007, the 
House of Representatives passed a resolution recognizing the religious and historical 
significance of the Diwali. The U.S. Postal Service also issued a Diwali commemorative stamp. 
 
It should be noted that, in New York City, Diwali is a recognized holiday and every year 
alternate-side parking rules are suspended. In the New York City Council, Councilman Dromm 
introduced a resolution on July 24th, 2016 urging the Department of Education to approve the 
proposal to make Diwali an official school holiday. Similarly, NYS Senator Leroy Comrie 
introduced a similar bill in the State and Assembly member David Weprin co-sponsored the 



same bill in the NYS Assembly.  
 
I would also like to quote the following elected officials who has been outspoken in 
support of the Diwali School Holiday 
 
Senator Leroy Comrie (Jamaica), “It is hard to overstate the many ways by which the Hindu, 
Jain, and Sikh communities contribute to our state,” said Senator Comrie. “I am proud to 
sponsor S.2401, which would fully declare Diwali a public holiday in New York State, a 
designation which is wholly deserved by our fellow New Yorkers who observe the holiday. I am 
fully committed to pushing for speedy passage of this bill in the coming legislative session. 
 
Assembly Member David I. Weprin (Hollis), "I'm happy to be a co-prime sponsor of the 
legislation to recognize Diwali as a public-school holiday in the assembly, said Assemblyman 
David Weprin. I'm going to continue to fight to get the NYC Department of Education to 
recognize Diwali so no student will have to choose between celebrating with their family or 
their school obligations.��
�

Council Member Costa Constantinides, (Astoria), I fully support making Diwali a New York 
City school holiday to ensure all children who celebrate the festival of lights do not have to 
choose between their religious observance and missing a day of school 
 
Council Member Paul Vallone (Bayside), Diwali as one of the most widely celebrated 
holidays in the city's Hindu, Jain and Sikh communities, I will fight to have the City give the 
holiday its proper recognition by establishing it as an official school holiday 
 
Council Member Barry Grodenchik (Bellerose), "It is long past time that Diwali be 
recognized as an official New York City public school holiday. The 300,000 New Yorkers who 
celebrate Diwali should be able to celebrate it with their entire families without being forced to 
forgo sending their children to school." 
 
While the political process is taking its course to going through the process of approving Diwali 
as a school holiday. We are asking for your support by freeing up a day from the school 
calendars so that Diwali can be adapted as school holiday. We are also requesting that until 
the bill is approved as a NYC Schools chancellor if you consider excusing absence on the day 
of Diwali affecting this school year.  
 
Thank you for your support and consideration to this request.  
 
 
Sincerely,  
 
Dr. Dilip Nath 
President, New American Voters Association (NAVA) 
 
Dr. Nath also serves on the community board 8 and has been serving as a council member on the 
Community Education Council (CEC) 26.  



 

Testimony for Tsering Lama on behalf of Adhikaar 
New York City Council Committee on Education 

Oversight of Experience of New Yorkers  
enrolled in adult education and adult literacy programs 

February 26, 2020 
 
Good afternoon Chairperson Treyger and Committee Members. 
 
My name is Tsering Lama and I am an Organizer at Adhikaar, a workers center and 
community center based in Woodside, Queens that serves the Nepali-speaking 
community. My concentration at Adhikaar as an Organizer is in our Domestic Worker 
program and our overall Adult Literacy classes which we call English for Empowerment 
(EFE).  
 
Adhikaar’s EFE classes support adults of all ages most of whom are from ​35 to 79 
years old. The classes improve their English to support them in their daily live​s in New 
York City and at their workplace. Adhikaar has run regular English for Empowerment 
classes at Adhikaar since 2007 soon after we opened our doors in 2005. The classes 
are volunteer run and since 2007, we have provided EFE classes to an estimated 2,000 
individuals. In 2019 alone, 191 individuals came to our center for EFE classes. Although 
our English for Empowerment classes are not yet funded by the city, we offer this 
testimony to help the Committee better understand the services we provide and the 
importance of non-profit run adult literacy and adult education programs for those who 
live in New York City, especially new immigrants.  
 
According to Asian American Federation’s ‘Profile of New York City’s Nepal[i] 
Americans' report, NYC’s Nepali population is amongst the fastest growing Asian ethnic 
group. Our community members are likely to be working-age adults with relatively 
limited English proficiency and low literacy levels. Many of our members, especially 
women of ethnic and indigenous background in Nepal, have never been through any 
type of formal schooling before. According to the report, the Nepali community is largely 
concentrated in the Elmhurst, Jackson Heights, Sunnyside and Woodside. We have a 
significant population of members that live in Ridgewood, Rego Park, Maspeth, 
Jamaica, Jamaica Estates, and areas of Brooklyn that include Carroll Gardens, Coney 
Island, and Fort Greene. The same report highlights that in 2015, about 87% of NYC’s 
Nepali population were foreign born. This data highlights the growing demand from the 
community in terms of adult education classes. 
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The Nepali-speaking community we serve is broader than the data of Nepalis from 
Asian American Federation and  incorporates people from Nepal, India, Bhutan, 
Tibetans who are from Nepal and a broader diaspora. Our curriculum takes this into 
account and is based on community consultations and individual conversations to 
understand the broader Nepali-speaking communities needs. EFE classes are the 
backbone of our center and one of the most popular services at Adhikaar. Although 
there are other programs in Queens and Brooklyn that support adult literacy, many 
prefer our center as we have staff and volunteers who are culturally and linguistically 
component in serving Nepali and Tibetan speakers seeking to learn English. 
 
EFE curriculum follows MOIA’s ‘We Speak NYC’ guidelines for the EFE and we have 
shaped our own curriculum that includes topics such as workers’ rights, political 
education, government agencies and other relevant practical skills and information. For 
example, our EFE students simultaneously learn level-appropriate English and how to 
navigate the subway system using references familiar to the participants. We also have 
created specific curriculums to support workers in various industries such as our Nail 
Salon English for Empowerment classes in Brooklyn that serves nail salon workers who 
are predominantly indegenous community from Nepal who are limited English proficient 
and limited literacy in English, Nepali and their indegenous languages.  
 
EFE classes run throughout the year at our community center, multiple times a week 
depending on volunteer availability and staff capacity, and is easily one of the most 
popular classes at our center. EFE classes are broken down into three sessions: spring, 
fall and summer. We host 9-12 classes per session. We have four levels of classes: 
Beginner, Basic, Intermediate and Advanced.​ On average per session, we​ have about 
35 members attending “Beginners” class, 40 members attending “Basic” class, 25 
members attending “Intermediate” class, and 20 members attending the “Advanced” 
class.  
 
As the only social-justice oriented grassroots organiz​ation supporting the 
Nepali-speaking community, the impact of our services and activities is vast. Our 
services furthers New York City’s adult literacy initiative and ensures that the 
Nepali-speaking community members are also factored into the initiative’s mission to 
provide limited-English proficiency immigrants better access education, resources, and 
opportunities. Adult literacy classes h​ave always been a critical component of how we 
support our community and how we understand the emerging needs. We have a strong 
evaluations system for our programs where we get direct feedback from our community 
and participants. As a result, our members are not only developing and learning the 
curriculum at hand, but also applying what they’ve learned at Adhikaar in various 
aspects of their lives, including at their homes, workplace and in the community. This 
results in people negotiating higher wages, navigating social services, receiving NYC ID 
cards, supporting their children in the NYC school systems and so much more. Our 
efforts also ensure that our limited-literacy members have access to information on 
issues such as workers rights laws, health care and other issues affecting them. Our 
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programs also provide a platform for our members to continue learning and 
understanding relevant and important materials for themselves and their families.  
 
The following are testimonies from three of our students: 
 
1) “Around 2010, I began working as a full-time nanny for an Indian family. But over 

time, I was doing more of the domestic work- making food, cleaning the house- while 
another younger, college student was hired as the nanny/babysitter. My boss, she 
was mean. She would always criticize me and my work and was abusive. It was 
tough but I couldn’t afford to lose my job so I had to bear it. About 4 years ago, I 
heard about Adhikaar from my friend. I wanted to learn English, because without 
English, you’re a “blind man” in America, you know. So, she told me Adhikaar had 
free English classes so I started coming. And I am very thankful because I learned 
so much- not only English but, you know, survival skills. Getting from place to place, 
taking the train, understanding my rights at work. In my work, it made me more 
confident. I was more assertive about my rights- like getting breaks and asking for 
more pay. And that also changed my relationship with my boss. In my own life, I am 
proud of myself. I am happy I have the chance to give back to my community by 
volunteering with Adhikaar. Now, I am an English class facilitator myself and I am 
thankful because I can give back. Adhikaar is important for our community. The 
“heart” of the community. And it gives people like us ways to get involved in this 
country.”  - ​Mohini, Jamaica, Queens Resident, Adhikaar’s EFE facilitator and 
Domestic Worker Member Leader  

 
2) Seventeen years ago, Pema Tsomo moved from a small town in Nepal to the U.S. 

without any formal education. Pema is a single mom to her 14 year old 
developmentally challenged son and lives in Woodside, Queens. “Mothers of small 
children face so much difficulty. They cannot go to work because they have to watch 
their child. If they watch their child, who will pay the rent?” she asks. With her son by 
her side, Pema attends EFE classes at Adhikaar. Here, at the community center, 
she says, “I meet friends, my heart feels lighter, I get a chance to study.”  

 
On a cold winter day in early 2015, Pema had to leave her son alone to go to work. 
The police found him alone in Jackson Heights and arrested Pema for negligence. 
When the authorities failed to find an interpreter in Tibetan or Nepali, she was held in 
jail. It was a whole three days before an interpreter from Adhikaar was contacted 
and she was released. At this time Pema had been attending the Beginner Level 
EFE classes so still needed interpretation.  

 
Following the arrest, the Administration for Children’s Services filed criminal charges 
against Pema and took her son away from her. Pema was determined to get her son 
back. She commuted two hours every week to visit him at the foster home in Long 
Island where ACS had placed him. Adhikaar staff supported her along the way with 
case management and language assistance. For months afterward, Pema had to sit 
through court hearings, police interrogations, and visit her son’s school and doctors. 
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This situation prompted Pema to continue moving through our EFE classes which 
she continues to attend regularly. Today Pema is able to advocate for herself and 
her son using the language skills she has learned through EFE. She needs very little 
support from Adhikaar in supporting her son in communicating with his school and 
getting the support her son needs. 

 
3) In 2015, Rup Narayan Khatiwada, 79, and Tila Rupa Khatiwada, 76, are 

affectionately known as “Ba” and “Ama” (“father” and “mother” in Nepali). Their 
journey to Queens, New York, 2009 from Nepal, where they lived as Bhutanese 
refugees, is inspirational. Resettling in a foreign country in their 70s and not 
speaking any English proved to be an isolating and daunting experience for the 
Khatiwadas. Everyday navigation in the city was a continuous struggle. “The stores 
were always out in the open back home but here they are inside a building,” says 
Ba, recalling the fear and uneasiness they experienced when purchasing even the 
simple necessities in their new neighborhood. 

 
Ama and Ba discovered Adhikaar’s community center and EFE classes. “We were 
able to learn how to write our names in English and recognize street numbers,” says 
Ama beaming with pride. Recognizing the power that the knowledge of language 
provides, the Khatiwadas are among the strongest advocates of the free EFE 
classes, eagerly encouraging many “younger” community members to attend. They 
are a constant and inspiring presence at Adhikaar. 

 
These are a few stories of members who lives have changed for the better as a result of 
the EFE classes. We thank the Committee on Education and Chairperson Treyger for 
hosting this important hearing. We commend Speaker Corey Johnson and Council 
Members Dromm and Menchaca as well as others on their support of Initiatives on 
Adult Literacy Education. We encourage you to continue supporting current adult 
education and literacy programs throughout the city and increase support for non-profits 
such as ours who are currently not a part of the city’s funded programs. ​The partnership 
between non-profits such as Adhikaar in reaching new immigrants and hard to reach 
communities is critical to increasing individuals capacity to learn English. This helps 
community members navigate everyday life in the city, increase their skills in the 
workplace to negotiate their rights, support their kids in schools and so much more. All 
of this increases the economic stability of communities in New York City.   
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BY DARREL GANESH. SUKHDEO 
FLUSHING, NY 11354, 646-820-4641, ​DARREL3000@GMAIL.COM 
 
26TH FEBRUARY 2020 
 
PER: TESTIMONY IN SUPPORT OF A CITY HOLIDAY FOR THE FESTIVAL OF DIWALI. 
 
DEAR CITY COUNCIL MEMBERS: 
 
Once upon a time, 186 years ago, in a land far far away, West Bengal in India, In a time before the internet or Jet 
planes or Refrigerators, my paternal great great grandparents left West Bengal on a wooden Sail Ship for a land 
they never heard of called Guyana in the West Indies. They received an Indentureship Contract to work for 5 years 
on Sugar plantations, upon which they could return to India. My maternal Grandparents also left India, about 10 
years later., also with a 5 year contract but for Trinidad. Upon the end of the 5 years, the British still needed them to 
work, so offered them 2 acres of land and 5 pounds Sterling, to remain working the plantations. Needless to say, 
two-thirds of the Indians grabbed that offer. So five and six generations later we have millions of IndoCaribbean 
people around the world.  
 
The system of obtaining workers after slavery was abolished in 1833 was called Indentureship, other wise known as 
Indian slavery, the newly imported workers, including my forebears were sent to the same slave barracks to live, 
whipped and beaten just like slaves, raped and families sepratwd just like slaves. Overworked and underpaid every 
single day of their lives. Such was the imperial policies of the british empire, for indentureship was a government 
program. America declared independence from these imperial overlords and declared all are free to speak and 
practice religion. And religion is what has brought us all here today.  
 
So now we come to the part of the story you all waiting for, me, Darrel G. Sukhdeo, i was born in Guyana and raised 
in Trinidad, and for the last 20 years have called new york city my home, but here while there is talk of religious 
freedom there is no religious equity! In a time when our president is blatantly oppressing masses across this country, 
we here in new york city have declared our rejection of him because we know the president's policies are unjust. Yet 
we must look within our city to see some of our own injustices, like religious parity for all. I implore you council 
members to vote yes on making Diwali a citywide holiday from business, banking and school.  
 
As a Hindu I am required to give SEVA (service to my community without regard for anything in return).  
Since 1999 I have been a community activist, fighting to improve life and living conditions for my community, 
partnering with city agencies, foundations and nonprofits all across this city to bring more services into my 
community. I have been politically engaged doing my civic duty as well. I’ve lobbied this city council before, as I have 
the state assembly and State senate and State governor, as well as the United States Congress. I have also 
volunteered with local nonprofits and houses of worship, including Hindu Temples, to perform Seva in my 
community. I work hard and pay taxes, spend most of my income in this city and among local businesses. This is 
what I believe it means to be American, to be a New Yorker. The same can be said for most immigrants in my 
community and most immigrant communities. There are many natiive New Yorkers who do not do any of this, i could 
name names, so who is more American the native or the immigrant New Yorker? Am I right or am I right?  
 
I know for a fact, as does the New York city finance department that my community pays more taxes per household 
than the city average, and as a community we contribute significantly to the economy and well being of this greatest 
of cities. One example: our housing values have skyrocketed over the past 3 decades because we continue to invest 
in home improvement, year after year, across all our neighborhoods, our communities take a lot of pride in 

mailto:DARREL3000@GMAIL.COM


education, home ownership, business & industry and our respective jobs and careers. I would argue we contribute 
more to the new York City economy than any other immigrant community, I challenge you to disprove me.  
 
Diwali is a festival of lights, embracing acceptance and renewal. I ask you to make this festival a New York Festival 
as all New Yorkers both native and immigrant share these values. YOU share these values, don’t you? So make 
Diwali a citywide holiday like christmas, for business, banking and schools. Let all New Yorkers have this day to 
embrace acceptance and renewal. Show the nation leadership in the American values you hold dear.  
 
As a community we will do our part to inform all New Yorkers about the best ways to celebrate Diwali and share the 
festival all across New York City.  
 
Thank you for your continued good work and leadership of our beloved New York City. 
 
Your humble servant 
Darrel Ganesh Sukdheo 
1-646-820-4641 
adrrel3000@gmail.com 
@DARREL3000 
Flushing, NY 11354 
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IDC Supports NYC Resolution0146-2018 to establish 

Diwali as an official holiday in NYC Public Schools 
 

The Indian Diaspora Council International (IDC) unequivocally endorses and supports New York City 

Resolution 0146-2018 “calling upon New York City Department of Education to establish Diwali as an 

official holiday for New York City public school students”. 
 

Following its long tradition of embracing diversity and responding positively to the aspirations of its 

changing population and demographics, the City of New York has an unmatched history of responding 

favorably to be inclusive by bringing more opportunities, recognition, awareness, understanding and 

education to make this city the welcome home of millions -- the most diverse city in the world, to live, to 

succeed, to contribute, to collaborate, and to make it better today and tomorrow.  
 

Diwali, a rich and enduring celebration known by many as the Festival of Lights, is celebrated throughout 

the world by Hindus, Sikhs and Jains, as well as many other religions, groups, associations and 

individuals, transcending borders and religions. It is another historic opportunity for New York City to 

officially educate all of its students in public schools to learn about Diwali and join in celebrating a 

universal declaration of “light over darkness, good over evil, and to dispel ignorance and darkness”. 
 

Diwali is publicly recognized and routinely celebrated in several official US federal, state and city venues 

with high profile and prominent ceremonies and performances: by the President at the White House, at the 

US Capitol, by Governors including New York State, and at city levels such as New York City – 

including in this very chamber and at Gracie Mansion. In addition, the occasion of Diwali has been 

recognized with many prominent Proclamations, Resolutions and Citations from federal, state and city 

officials from New York (from many of you in New York City Council) to Washington to California, 

recognizing Diwali as a universal celebration of “light over darkness and good over evil”. 
 

With the population in the USA of people with origins in South Asia exceeding 4 million, including a 

significant percentage in New York tri-state region, the prominence of Diwali celebration among many is 

certainly becoming more visible and widely accepted. It is to be noted that people with origins in South 

Asia in New York account for approximately 21% of new immigrants in 2016.  
 

Approval by New York City would not be without NY precedent: Six Long Island schools have declared 

Diwali holiday in 2018.East Meadow, East Williston, Hicksville, Syosset, Half Hollow Hills & Herricks.  
 

New York City public schools are the incubators where young minds are nurtured to become learned, 

informed and supportive of our celebrated diversity. By establishing Diwali as an official public school 

holiday, this body would certainly enhance the learning experiences of New York City children.  
 

The Indian Diaspora Council International (IDC) urges approval of New York City Resolution 0146-

2018, a fitting and timely tribute to the city and to our children, especially at this time of US history..  
 

For more information, please contact Ashook Ramsaran @ ashookramsaran@gmail.com 
 

The Indian Diaspora Council International (IDC), established in 1997 and headquartered in New York, USA, is an 
international non-profit, non-political and secular organization with global affiliates, chapters and membership in 21 

countries, with the objective to embrace, engage, and enhance the shared heritage, aspirations, and interests of persons 
of Indian origin with optimum inclusivity. 

http://www.indiandiasporacouncil.org/
mailto:ashookramsaran@gmail.com


Diwali Celebrations and Proclamations Brighten the 

United States 

 
Washington, DC (November 8, 2017) — This year, the Hindu American Foundation (HAF) 
led its most comprehensive government outreach campaign in honor of the Hindu festival of 
lights, more commonly known as Diwali or Deepavali. From city councils, state houses, and 
governors’ mansions across the country to America’s national capital, HAF ensured Diwali 
was recognized by more government officials than ever before. 

In addition to again having the State Assembly of California proclaim October as Hindu 
American Awareness and Appreciation Month, spearheaded by Assemblymember Ash Kalra, 
HAF successfully engaged the following government entities to issue proclamations in honor 
of Diwali this year: 

 Mayor Muriel Bowser - City of Washington, DC 

 Governor Sam Brownback - State of Kansas 

 Governor John Kasich - State of Ohio 

 Governor Roy Moore - State of North Carolina 

 Governor Tom Wolf - State of Pennsylvania 

 City Council of Troy, Michigan 

 Michigan State Assembly 

HAF leaders were invited to attend the first ever Diwali celebration hosted by the Governors 
of North Carolina and Pennsylvania, as well as the first celebration hosted by Governor Larry 
Hogan of Maryland. Governor Greg Abbott of Texas also observed Diwali again this year, 
lauding the contribution of the Hindu American community’s service during Hurricane Harvey 
and the ongoing relief efforts. 

Diwali celebrations culminated with a grand reception on Capitol Hill, where HAF co-hosted a 
grand event with the BAPS Swaminarayan Sanstha, Indiaspora, and several other 
community organizations. 

More than 30 members of Congress attended, including Hindu American Congressional 
leaders Congresswoman Tulsi Gabbard (HI-2), Congresswoman Pramila Jayapal (WA-7), 
and Congressman Raja Krishnamoorthi (IL-8), as well as Raj Shah, White House Deputy 
Press Secretary and the most prominent Jain American in the US government. The 
diplomatic community was also well represented with Ambassadors Navtej Sarna of India, 
Niermala Badrising of Suriname, and Ashok Mirpuri of Singapore. 

You can see more pictures of the Capitol Hindu Diwali event here: BAPS Celebrates Diwali at 
the U.S. Capitol, Washington DC, USA 

https://www.hafsite.org/diwali-celebrations-and-proclamations-brighten-united-states 
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Hindu New Yorkers call on city to make Diwali a public school holiday 
November 04, 2019 

 

 
A PERFORMER DANCES DURING A DIWALI CELEBRATION AT CITY HALL LAST WEEK. PHOTO COURTESY OF 

THE NEW YORK CITY COUNCIL. 

 

By Jonathan Sperling 

More than a dozen city councilmembers came together on Oct. 30 to celebrate Diwali, 

the Hindu festival of lights, but many Hindu New Yorkers and their advocates say it’s 

time for the city to do more to recognize the holiday — and the city’s rising Hindu 

population.  

They have called on the city to make Diwali a public school holiday, especially 

considering the rapidly growing population of residents from South Asia and the 

Caribbean. 

In recent years, the city has declared Eid al-Fitr, Eid al-Adha and the Lunar New Year 

as public school holidays in recognition of the influence of various religions and 

cultures in New York City. But the city’s growing Hindu community has yet to receive 

the same treatment, even though Diwali is celebrated in countries that account for some 

of the city’s highest populations of immigrants. 

“We know that the Guyanese community is the second-largest in Queens. Trinidadians 

are right there and Indians are right there. That’s what the data shows,” said Assembly 

District 31 District Leader Richard David, who was raised in a Hindu household in 

Jamaica. David is a professor or Caribbean studies at York College and is running to 

represent District 31 in the state Assembly. 

David published an op-ed in the Daily News last month arguing that, despite the 

growing Hindu population of more than 200,000 citywide, there’s a “disconnect” 

between the diversity lauded by city leaders and the lack of action in recognizing 

Diwali as a public school holiday. 

https://queenseagle.com/all/hindu-new-yorkers-call-on-city-to-make-diwali-a-public-school-holiday
https://queenseagle.com/all/hindu-new-yorkers-call-on-city-to-make-diwali-a-public-school-holiday
https://www.nytimes.com/2015/03/05/nyregion/new-york-to-add-two-muslim-holy-days-to-public-school-calendar.html
https://www.nydailynews.com/opinion/ny-oped-the-elephant-in-the-room-this-diwali-20191021-ztqqccmjcrf3bnftzui7oqwvv4-story.html


“Communities have been organizing around getting Diwali [recognized] for a long 

time, as long as the 80s and 90s,” David said. “I see it as inevitable because the 

populations are growing. I'm incredibly hopeful this is something the mayor will do 

before he comes out of the office.” 

Queens Councilmembers Adrienne Adams, Daniel Dromm, Barry Grodenchik, Robert 

Holden, Peter Koo, Karen Koslowitz, I. Daneek Miller, Donovan Richards, Eric Ulrich 

and Paul Vallone helped organize Wednesday’s Diwali event. The NYPD Desi Society 

was honored with a proclamation from Queens Councilmember Rory Lancman, while 

Dr. Samin Sharma was honored with a proclamation from Grodenchik.  

Rajeev Pandya was honored with a proclamation from Brooklyn Councilmember 

Mathieu Eugene. 

“Diwali is a special time when millions of South Asians all across the world rejoice and 

fill the world with light and love,” Lancman said. “I am honored to join the many 

Hindus, Jains, Sikhs, and Buddhists in our city who celebrate this important holiday.”  

With population data reflecting the city’s large Hindu community, David added that 

part of the frustration surrounding Diwali not yet being recognized is “the ambiguity” 

of the process. 

“There’s been a mismatch and ambiguity behind what it would take to have a public 

school holiday. We know the numbers are there in terms of population. Every major 

retailer did a Diwali event this year,” David said. 

“It’s long overdue.” 

 

https://queenseagle.com/all/hindu-new-yorkers-call-on-city-to-make-diwali-a-public-school-holiday 

 

https://queenseagle.com/all/hindu-new-yorkers-call-on-city-to-make-diwali-a-public-school-holiday
https://queenseagle.com/


 

 

 



If New Bill Is Passed, New York State Would Add 6 New 
Holidays To The School Calendar 

 
HICKSVILLE, N.Y. (CBSNewYork) — March 6, 2019 at 6:40 pm 
  

New York is a diverse melting pot and now there’s a push to make school calendars look that way, 
too. 
 

As CBS2’s Carolyn Gusoff found out Wednesday, a bill being considered in Albany could add 
religious holidays to the academic year. 
 

Wednesday prayers at a Sihk temple in Hicksville draw a crowd, while down the road a Hindu 
temple is also thriving. Long Island’s growing South Asian population has prompted a new look at 
school calendars to more fairly reflect their diversity. 
 

“It’s only appropriate and fair to extend a holiday like Diwali or Eid or Vaisakhi to people from the 
South Asian community,” said state Sen. Kevin Thomas, D-Garden City. “These are like Christmas 
and New Year.” 
 

If a new bill is passed in the New York state Senate, six new religious holidays will be added to the 
school calendar.  
 

Thomas, New York’s first senator of Indian descent, is sponsoring a bill to give districts the ability 
to close on six additional religious holidays — two Islamic, two Hindu, one Sikh and Christian Good 
Friday. New York City schools already close on the Lunar New Year and Islamic Eid al-Fitr. 
Some Long Island schools added Diwali. 
 

“Diwali is the festival of light and happiness also. This is the most important Hindu holiday,” said 
Pipai Mani, the priest at Asamai Hindu Temple in Hicksville. 
 
FLASHBACK: Hindu Group Makes New Push To Add Diwali To NYC School Holidays 
 
The bill allows school closure when at least 7.5 percent of student population is of that faith. 
“Everyone is entitled to their own religion and this way it would show no discrimination from one to 
the other,” one person said. 
 
Parents often make hard choices between faith and education. Many said they would welcome the 
change. 
 
“So they can enjoy and know their culture. It’s very hard to keep up with your family tradition,” 
Smithtown resident Amita Tank said. 
 
There is at least one voice of opposition. Nick Fish, the president of the American Atheists, called 
the goal admirable, but added, “Trying to program breaks around every conceivable religious 
holiday is not workable. Picking and choosing with an artificial limit is discriminatory and unequal.” 
New York state education officials say there is nothing in current law that prevents such a move as 
long as children attend the required 180 days. 
 
Under Thomas’ bill, no current holidays would be eliminated if the population is under 7.5 percent 
in a district. 
 

    

http://newyork.cbslocal.com/2015/06/24/diwali-nyc-school-calendar/
https://newyork.cbslocal.com/


  
 A Historic 

Press Conference:
Diwali As A School Holiday

 

Wednesday, February 26,2020
At the steps of city hall

Manhattan

NY 10007

Event Begins -12:00 PM Sharp
 

Followed by A Hearing in the city 

council Chamber at 1:00PM

 

For more information,please call   Dr. Neeta Jain,   Vijah Ramjattan,  richard david
   (917) 846-8938    (917)207-4655    (917) 310-5148

Diwali Holiday Resolution 0146-2018 has been signed by:
D a n i e l  D r o m m●C o s t a  G .  C o n s t a n t i n i d e s●P a u l  A .  V a l l o n e●B a r r y  S .  G r o d e n c h i k●R o r y  I .  L a n c m a n● I .

D a n e e k  M i l l e r●A d r i e n n e  E .  A d a m s●D o n o v a n  J .  R i c h a r d s●M a r g a r e t  S .  C h i n●P e t e r  A .  K o o●C a r l o s
M e n c h a c a●D e b o r a h  L .  R o s e●K a r e n  K o s l o w i t z● J u s t i n  L .  B r a n n a n●K e i t h  P o w e r s●A n t o n i o
R e y n o s o●D i a n a  A y a l a●R i t c h i e  J .  T o r r e s●R o b e r t  F .  H o l d e n●C a r l i n a  R i v e r a● J a m e s  G .  V a n

B r a m e r●F r a n c i s c o  P .  M o y a●H e l e n  K .  R o s e n t h a l●B e n  K a l l o s●M a r k  L e v i n e●A l i c k a  A m p r y -
S a m u e l●R a f a e l  S a l a m a n c a  J r .●A n d r e w  C o h e n●B r a d  S .  L a n d e r●M a r k  T r e y g e r●S t e p h e n  T .

L e v i n●F e r n a n d o  C a b r e r a●L a u r i e  A .  C u m b o●R u b e n  D i a z  S r .●E r i c  A .  U l r i c h

The Diwali Coalition of NYC

CORDIALLY INVITE YOU TO JOIN THEM FOR 



 

Diwali Proclamation – City of Aurora, Illinois 

 

 





 
 

Indian Diaspora Council International 
Shared heritage, aspirations and interests 

www.IndianDiasporaCouncil.org 

Post Office Box 650523   New York   11365   USA 
 

PRESS RELEASE 
 

February 26, 2020 (EST-USA)     
 

IDC Supports NYC Resolution0146-2018 to establish 

Diwali as an official holiday in NYC Public Schools 
 

The Indian Diaspora Council International (IDC) unequivocally endorses and supports New York City 

Resolution 0146-2018 “calling upon New York City Department of Education to establish Diwali as an 

official holiday for New York City public school students”. 
 

Following its long tradition of embracing diversity and responding positively to the aspirations of its 

changing population and demographics, the City of New York has an unmatched history of responding 

favorably to be inclusive by bringing more opportunities, recognition, awareness, understanding and 

education to make this city the welcome home of millions -- the most diverse city in the world, to live, to 

succeed, to contribute, to collaborate, and to make it better today and tomorrow.  
 

Diwali, a rich and enduring celebration known by many as the Festival of Lights, is celebrated throughout 

the world by Hindus, Sikhs and Jains, as well as many other religions, groups, associations and 

individuals, transcending borders and religions. It is another historic opportunity for New York City to 

officially educate all of its students in public schools to learn about Diwali and join in celebrating a 

universal declaration of “light over darkness, good over evil, and to dispel ignorance and darkness”. 
 

Diwali is publicly recognized and routinely celebrated in several official US federal, state and city venues 

with high profile and prominent ceremonies and performances: by the President at the White House, at the 

US Capitol, by Governors including New York State, and at city levels such as New York City – 

including in this very chamber and at Gracie Mansion. In addition, the occasion of Diwali has been 

recognized with many prominent Proclamations, Resolutions and Citations from federal, state and city 

officials from New York (from many of you in New York City Council) to Washington to California, 

recognizing Diwali as a universal celebration of “light over darkness and good over evil”. 
 

With the population in the USA of people with origins in South Asia exceeding 4 million, including a 

significant percentage in New York tri-state region, the prominence of Diwali celebration among many is 

certainly becoming more visible and widely accepted. It is to be noted that people with origins in South 

Asia in New York account for approximately 21% of new immigrants in 2016.  
 

New York City public schools are the incubators where young minds are nurtured to become learned, 

informed and supportive of our celebrated diversity. By establishing Diwali as an official public school 

holiday, this body would certainly enhance the learning experiences of New York City children. 
 

The Indian Diaspora Council International (IDC) urges approval of New York City Resolution 0146-

2018, a fitting and timely tribute to the city and to our children, especially at this time of US history..  
 

For more information, please contact Ashook Ramsaran @ ashookramsaran@gmail.com 
 

The Indian Diaspora Council International (IDC), established in 1997 and headquartered in New York, USA, is an 

international non-profit, non-political and secular organization with global affiliates, chapters and membership in 21 

countries, with the objective to embrace, engage, and enhance the shared heritage, aspirations, and interests of persons 
of Indian origin with optimum inclusivity. 

http://www.indiandiasporacouncil.org/
mailto:ashookramsaran@gmail.com


 

 

 
Indian Festival of Lights Diwali added to New Jersey School District 

Holiday Calendar 
 

MILLBURN, NJ (TIP): 

 

The Universal Society of Hinduism welcomed news that Millburn Township Public Schools in New 

Jersey has added Nov. 7 to its 2018-19 draft holiday calendar. 

 

The date recognizes the Hindu festival Diwali (festival of lights), which falls on Nov. 7 in 2018. 

 

In a statement from Nevada Rajan Zed, president of the Universal Society of Hinduism urged the 

Millburn Township's Board of Education to unanimously approve this Diwali holiday to its holiday 

calendar when it meets Oct. 9. The board should respect the feelings of Hindus in the 5,000 student 

school district who have pushed for the Diwali holiday for many years, he said, which would bode well 

for a school district that reportedly has 99 percent of graduating seniors going on to attend four-year 

colleges.  

 

The Hindu community is rapidly growing in New Jersey, Zed said. Three public school districts have 

reportedly declared the Diwali holiday this Oct. 19, the date on which Diwali falls in 2017. Glen Rock 

Public Schools, West Windsor-Plainsboro Regional School District, and Piscataway Township Schools 

all close schools and school district offices for Diwali. 

 

In neighboring New York, six school districts have declared Diwali a school holiday, Zed said. East 

Meadow School District, East Williston Union Free School District, Half Hollow Hills Central School 

District, Herricks Union Free School District, Hicksville Union Free School District and Syosset 

Central School District.  

 

The Mineola Union Free School District has also announced that no homework or examinations would 

be given on Diwali. 

 

"The remaining 674 public school districts and private-charterindependent schools in New Jersey 

should seriously look into declaring Diwali as an official holiday, thus recognizing the intersection of 

spirituality and education," Zed said. "The awareness about other religions thus created by such 

holidays like Diwali would make New Jersey students well-nurtured, well-balanced, and enlightened 

citizens of tomorrow." 

 

New Jersey Gov. Chris Christie, New Jersey State Board of Education President Arcelio Aponte and 

New Jersey Department of Education Commissioner Kimberley Harrington, should work towards 

adding Diwali as an official holiday in all the public school districts in the state, and persuading the 

private-charter-independent schools to follow, Zed said. 

 
 

https://www.theindianpanorama.news/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/TIP-October-20-
NYC.pdf 
 

https://www.theindianpanorama.news/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/TIP-October-20-NYC.pdf
https://www.theindianpanorama.news/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/TIP-October-20-NYC.pdf


Heritage Celebrations 

Diwali Reception 2018 
November 20, 2018 

“Our greatness is not in spite of our immigrants but because of our immigrants. That is the 
American way,” said Mayor Bill de Blasio at the Diwali Reception 2018 at Gracie Mansion. 
The program for the evening began with a welcome and invocation by Pandit Chunelall 
Narine, the Founder and Priest of Shri Trimurti Bhavan Temple in Queens, NY. Pandit Narine 
then initiated the lighting of the Diyas (candles) with Mayor Bill de Blasio and First Lady 
Chirlane McCray. 

After the lighting of the Diyas, First Lady Chirlane McCray conveyed the joy the celebration of 
Diwali brings to her and Mayor Bill de Blasio. “What we love most about this magnificent 
holiday beyond the dazzle of the colors and lights, beyond the exhilarating aromas is that 
Diwali celebrates the light within each of us.” She expressed the importance of positive light 
especially at a time when there are many individuals struggling with untreated mental health 
challenges and substance abuse. She noted, “Diwali calls on us to embrace our inner light 
and reminds us that we are stronger when we come together.” 

Mayor Bill de Blasio continued on to say, “The lights of Diwali remind us that wisdom 
outshines ignorance and unity defeats division.” He also noted that New York City attracts 
talented and diverse individuals and presented a proclamation to honoree Padma Lakshmi, 
who immigrated from India as a child. While most recognized for her roles in Top 
Chef and Star Trek, Padma is also a producer, actress, model, TV host, business woman, 
and award-winning author. Ms. Lakshmi continues to fight for the rights of immigrants and 
reproductive rights of women. 

Upon being presented the proclamation that named November 20, 2018 as Padma Lakshmi 
Day, she stated, “I am able to be fully Indian with ease and fully American at the same time 
because I think that is the beauty of America. You don’t have to give up one to gain the 
other.” 

In conclusion, she encouraged the crowd to make a commitment to give back to the 
community. She expressed how heartbreaking it has been seeing children separated from 
their families. She stated, “I encourage you all to get involved because this country is made 
up of us, not them. Us.” 

 
First Lady Chirlane McCray welcoming the South Asian community to Gracie Mansion. 

https://www1.nyc.gov/site/mospce/heritage-celebrations/diwali-2018.page 

https://www1.nyc.gov/site/mospce/heritage-celebrations/diwali-2018.page


Advocates renew pressure to recognize Diwali as a school holiday 

 
Brooklyn Borough President Eric Adams, a 2021 mayoral candidate, told POLITICO he sent a letter to City Hall on Oct. 21 asking them to 

make Diwali an official holiday. | Evan Agostini/Invision/AP Photo 

By MADINA TOURÉ  10/31/2019 05:00 AM EDT 

A long-simmering fight to recognize Diwali as a school holiday is gaining in intensity years after Mayor Bill de 

Blasio proclaimed he wouldn’t add any more school holidays to the academic calendar. 

Diwali is a festival of lights celebrated by Hindus, Jains, Sikhs and some Buddhists in South Asian as well as 

Caribbean countries. There are currently more than 200,000 people of South Asian descent in New York City. 

In 2015, de Blasio announced school holidays for the Muslim holidays of Eid al-Fitr and Eid al-Adha as well as 

for the Asian Lunar New Year following years of advocacy. The city also recognizes Christian and Jewish 

holidays, including Christmas, Passover, Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur. 

At the time, the mayor said he only made campaign promises to create the Lunar New Year and Muslim 

holidays and would not recognize any more for city schools. He cited a state requirement of 180 days of 

instruction, but the move upset South Asians who wanted a school holiday for one of the most important 

festivals of their calendar. 

Neeta Jain, a Democratic district leader for the Flushing, Hillcrest and Kew Gardens areas of Queens, told 

POLITICO that 16 Council members agreed to co-sponsor a resolution introduced by Council Member Daniel 

Dromm in 2013 that calls on the city’s Department of Education to recognize Diwali as a school holiday — a 

resolution that was introduced again last year. 

Dromm said the resolution is still in limbo. It currently has only five sponsors — all of them representing 

Queens where the South Asian population is concentrated. It needs at least 26 yes votes to be approved by the 

Council. 

“Councilman Danny Dromm, his office, Rory Lancman’s office, Barry Grodenchik’s office and other offices are 

joining hands together and I’m not leaving them alone, pushing them so hopefully within 30 days, we will have 

majority of signatures for our resolution,” Jain said during a Diwali celebration at City Hall on Tuesday night. 

This year, the holiday fell on Sunday, Oct. 27th. 

Jain said she, Dromm, Lancman and other community organizations met with DOE and administration officials 

in 2013 to discuss the issue. Barring a few additional meetings with the administration, she said “so far nothing 

[has] happened.” 

Lancman told POLITICO following the City Hall celebration that it’s “impossible” to argue against recognizing 

Diwali given recognition of other holidays. 

“This is a very, very important issue to the South Asian community that I represent,” he said, adding other 

communities will push for holidays. “Diwali’s not gonna be the last holiday that the city is gonna need to 

recognize ‘cause there are other communities in the city of New York.” 

Assemblyman David Weprin, who also has a large South Asian community in his district, said that when he was 

on the Council, they suspended alternate side parking on Diwali. He was optimistic the mayor's office would 

change course. 

“I predict that that will happen sooner rather than later,” Weprin said. 

The DOE said it offers teachers a “Learning About Diwali” resource, which includes sample lessons for all 

grade levels as well as suggested activities, books and websites. The education department reiterated there are 

no plans for a Diwali school holiday, but said they will continue to assess the situation. 

“The DOE is committed to equality and respect for families and children of all faiths,” Miranda Barbot, a DOE 

spokesperson, said in a statement. “Based on attendance patterns, there are no commitments for Diwali to be 

added to the holiday calendar at this time, but we will continue to monitor for any changes.” 

It's unclear precisely how many of the city's 200,000 South Asians are school-aged. 

https://www.politico.com/states/staff/madina-toure
https://observer.com/2015/06/bill-de-blasio-dont-expect-any-new-school-holidays-after-lunar-new-year/
https://qns.com/story/2015/04/17/hindu-community-wants-holidays-on-school-calendar/


But Dilip Nath, president of the New American Voters Association, referred to the city’s recent decision to close 

schools on Dec. 23 after complaints from parents and teachers over a one-day school week ahead of Christmas. 

He also said that in the past, advocates and elected officials proposed trading Brooklyn-Queens Day — a day 

that students have off and teachers use for professional development — for a Diwali holiday. 

And he said he met with members of the administration as recently as three weeks ago, who told him they need 

more data. 

“We don’t need more data,” Nath told POLITICO during a separate Diwali celebration at Gracie Mansion this 

month. “There’s enough data and in fact, the mayor recognizes this holiday.” 

One attendee at the Gracie Mansion event could be seen holding up a sign calling on the mayor to recognize the 

holiday. 

Ahead of the celebration, Richard David, a Democratic district leader for Assembly District 31 and a co-founder 

of the Indo-Caribbean Alliance, said he grew up in a Hindu household and that recognizing the holiday would 

make the annual celebration more meaningful. 

“Just last month, the mayor added another public-school holiday by extending the winter break, overlooking 

Diwali yet again,” David wrote in a Daily News op-ed. “The disconnect between words and deeds reduces the 

celebration to a photo-op. I have respectfully declined the mayor’s invitation this year and I urge others to do the 

same.” 

In March, State Sen. Kevin Thomas, the first senator in New York of Indian descent, announced he was 

sponsoring legislation that would give school districts the authority to close school on six extra holidays, 

including Diwali. 

“While it’s long overdue, I’m glad to be the one addressing this concern for many of the residents in my 

district,” Thomas said in a statement at the time. 

In 2014, Gov. Andrew Cuomo signed into law legislation sponsored by Assemblyman Ron Kim and co-

sponsored by State Sen. Toby Stavisky mandating that school boards weigh closing schools on a day in which a 

large number of students will not be in attendance as a result of religious or cultural observances. Rep. Grace 

Meng (D-Queens) introduced similar legislation when she was in the state Assembly. 

Dromm said he met with DOE officials and Community Affairs Commissioner Marco Carrión two years ago on 

the issue as well. 

"Their position at that time was … you needed to have 10 percent of the population in the school system in order 

for them to consider a holiday for it," Dromm said. "So not much has happened since then." 

Assemblyman Kim told POLITICO that before the legislative session begins, he and other lawmakers plan to 

communicate with City Hall — and push for a bill that requires any city with at least 1 million individuals to 

recognize Diwali if the city doesn’t make the holiday official. 

“We have a new executive director of the [New York State Asian Pacific American Task Force] and we’re 

committed to pushing this forward and making this one of our issues … if the city doesn’t get it done, we’re 

prepared to get it done at the state level for them,” Kim said. 

He too appeared optimistic about the city finding a solution, saying that City Hall has been responsive in the 

past to calls for additional holidays. 

Meng said she supports Thomas’ bill. 

“I have noticed just in recent years more and more community leaders and people just pushing this issue so it 

definitely has garnered more interest and I hope City Hall takes a closer look at making Diwali a school 

holiday,” she said. 

Brooklyn Borough President Eric Adams, a 2021 mayoral candidate, told POLITICO he sent a letter to City 

Hall on Oct. 21 asking them to make Diwali an official holiday. 

When asked if he would recognize the holiday if he were mayor or elected mayor, Adams said he would. And he 

dismissed logistical concerns, referring to the mid-winter and spring recesses as well as the new Dec. 23 

holiday. 

“There are ways to move around the calendar to get the required number of days,” he said. “I say don’t take 

days from instruction. If anything, add days to instruction.” 

Shubhani Chaitanya, a Brahmacharini, or Hindu monk, who teaches with the Long-Island based Chinmaya 

Mission, emphasized the importance of the holiday for Hindu culture. 

"I really haven't been involved at all [in the political fight] because my thing is really teaching and creating 

awareness about Hindu religion and spirituality,” Chaitanya said. “But I do feel like these days are important, 

especially if they're taking Eid off and they're celebrating Chinese New Year. Diwali is a huge thing for Hindus 

all over.” 

 

https://www.nydailynews.com/opinion/ny-oped-the-elephant-in-the-room-this-diwali-20191021-ztqqccmjcrf3bnftzui7oqwvv4-story.html
https://www.nysenate.gov/newsroom/press-releases/kevin-thomas/senator-kevin-thomas-bill-gives-day-school-certain-religious
https://qns.com/story/2014/12/27/no-school-on-diwali-lunar-new-year/


 

 

 

Diwali 

10/23/2019 

WHEREAS, Diwali or Deepavali, is celebrated in autumn of each year by Hindus, Sikhs, Jains, 

Buddhists, and others throughout the Commonwealth of Virginia and around the world; and 

WHEREAS, Diwali is celebrated by lighting the Diya, or oil lamp, which symbolizes dispelling 

darkness and bringing light into life with traditional offerings, rituals, and festivals; and 

WHEREAS, Diwali is a festival of lights that includes many traditions such as gathering with friends 

and family for community prayer, exchanging gifts, setting off fireworks, and decorating houses with 

colorful rangolis; and 

WHEREAS, Diwali is also the Hindu New Year, and it is celebrated on the last day of the last month 

in the lunar calendar; and 

WHEREAS, for Hindus, Diwali is celebration of good triumphing over evil, and that light will prevail 

over darkness; and   

WHEREAS, for Sikhs, Diwali is the day on which the sixth founding Sikh guru, Guru Hargobind, was 

released from confinement by the Mughal Emperor Jehangir; and 

WHEREAS, for Jains, Diwali symbolizes Lord Mahavira attainment of Nirvana; and  

WHEREAS, for Buddhists, Diwali represents the day Emperor Ashoka chose the peaceful path of 

Buddhism over destruction and carnage; and  

WHEREAS, diversity represents one of our greatest strengths, and Virginia joins with all those around 

the world celebrating Diwali; 

NOW, THEREFORE, I, Ralph S. Northam, do hereby recognize October 23-27, 2019, 

as DIWALI in our COMMONWEALTH OF VIRGINIA, and I call this observance to the attention 

of all our residents. Saal Mubarak. 

 

https://www.governor.virginia.gov/newsroom/proclamations/proclamation/diwali.html 

 

VIRGINIA GOVERNOR 

Ralph S. Northam 

https://www.governor.virginia.gov/
https://www.governor.virginia.gov/
https://www.governor.virginia.gov/newsroom/proclamations/proclamation/diwali.html
https://www.governor.virginia.gov/


Officials push for no school on Diwali 
Comrie introduces new legislation upstate to recognize Hindu holiday 

 

 

PHOTO BY ANTHONY O’REILLY 

State Sen. Leroy Comrie, at podium, stands with religious leaders at Shri Surya Narayan Mandir, a temple in Jamaica, to push for the 

passing of a state bill that would make Diwali a public holiday in an effort to give students that day off. 

Posted: Thursday, June 11, 2015 10:30 am by Anthony O'Reilly / Associate Editor   

 

Each year, thousands of Hindu parents in Queens are forced to pull their children out of school so 
they can celebrate Diwali. 

State Sen. Leroy Comrie (D-Hollis) is seeking to put an end to that. 
“We’re asking that in this most diverse state, and this state that has opened its doors to people from 

all over the world that we recognize Diwali as a public school holiday,” Comrie said last Saturday 
outside of Shri Surya Narayan Mandir, a Hindu temple in Jamaica. 

Comrie on May 13 introduced new legislation that would create a public holiday on Diwali. The bill is 
in front of the Judiciary Committee. 

The Assembly companion to the bill, also awaiting committee review, is sponsored by Assemblyman 
Mike Miller (D-Woodhaven), whose district has a large concentration of those who observe Diwali, 
which takes place anywhere from mid-October to mid-November. 

A state law already permits the Department of Education to give students Diwali off, as well as Lunar 
New Year and the Muslim holidays Eid al-Fitr and Eid al-Adha. 

But only the last two were added as days off on the 2015-16 school calendar, sparking outrage by 
the Hindu and Asian communities. 

Mayor de Blasio during a February press conference announcing the addition of the two holidays, 
said he and city Schools Chancellor Carmen Fariña will work to recognize other religious and cultural 
holidays. 

“What we’ve found in this process is that we are in a very tight situation, as I said, with the number of 
days that we have to achieve each year, so it’s going to take more work to get to that,” de Blasio said 
then. 

South Asian leaders gathered with Comrie outside the Jamaica temple last week echoed the 
senator’s call to have children off during the Hindu Festival of Lights. 

“To make Diwali a holiday in New York state would be finally a recognition to all Hindus,” Ram 
Hardowar, a priest at the temple, said. “We are approaching or maybe have passed a population of one 
million Hindus in the five boroughs. We think it’s finally time for the Hindus to be recognized.” 

Mohammed Hack, president of the Inter-Faith Council for Community Development, stressed the 
diversity of faiths in the city and how each one deserves equal recognition. 

“Our great nation by the Constitution offers us freedom of religion and it is very important that every 
religion benefit from that,” Hack said, adding that he supported the addition of Eid al-Fitr and Eid al-
Adha to the school calendar. “We can’t offer to some faith and neglect the other.” 

Alicia Hyndman — a Democrat who is looking to replace former Assemblyman Bill Scarborough and 
represent Jamaica in a special election — also pushed for passage of the bill. 

“We know that in the public school system we have such a diverse population of children,” Hyndman 
said. 

Comrie said he will have his “fingers and toes crossed” that the Senate and Assembly bills are 
passed this legislative session, which ends in two weeks. 

 

https://www.qchron.com/editions/queenswide/officials-push-for-no-school-on-diwali/article_a5e930ac-6312-5fd9-ad1f-5df44cc0237b.html?mode=image&photo=0


Six New York school districts declare holiday on Hindu festival 
Diwali 
 

Hindus have welcomed the inclusion of Diwali, most popular of their festival, by declaring 
holiday for students on October 19 by six school districts in New York State on their school 
calendars for 2017-2018. 
 

These are East Meadow School District, East Williston Union Free School District, Half Hollow 
Hills Central School District, Herricks Union Free School District, Hicksville Union Free School 
District and Syosset Central School District. Another Mineola Union Free School District 
announced that no home work or examinations would be given on Diwali, reports suggest. 
 

In neighboring New Jersey 2017-2018 school calendars; Glen Rock Public Schools announced 
closure of schools and offices on Diwali; in West Windsor-Plainsboro Regional School District, 
schools will be closed on October 19; and in Piscataway Township Schools, there is “No School 
for Students” on Diwali. In Pennsylvania, Unionville-Chadds Ford School District headquartered 
in Kennett Square approved closure of schools on Diwali; while Harvard Public Schools in 
Massachusetts has declared October 19 as “early release day”, reports add. 
 

Hindu statesman Rajan Zed, in a statement in Nevada today, describing it as a step in the right 
direction, urged all other public school districts and private-charter-independent schools in New 
York State to do the same. 
 

Zed, who is President of Universal Society of Hinduism, pointed out that it would be a positive 
thing to do in view of presence of a substantial number of Hindu students at schools around the 
state, as it was important to meet the religious and spiritual needs of these pupils. 
 

Rajan Zed indicated that schools should make efforts to accommodate the religious 
requirements of Hindu students and show respect to their faith by not conducting regular 
business and scheduling classes on Diwali. We did not want our students to be put at an 
unnecessary disadvantage for missing tests/examinations/papers, assignments, class work, 
etc., by taking a day-off to observe Diwali. 
 

If schools had declared other religious holidays, why not Diwali, Zed asked. Holidays of all major 
religions should be honored and no one should be penalized for practicing their religion, Zed 
added 
 

Rajan Zed suggested all New York State schools, public-private-charter-independent, to 
seriously look into declaring Diwali as an official holiday, thus recognizing the intersection of 
spirituality and education. Zed noted that awareness about other religions thus created by such 
holidays like Diwali would make New York State students well-nurtured, well-balanced, and 
enlightened citizens of tomorrow. 
 

Zed urged New York Governor Andrew M. Cuomo, New York State Education Department 
Board of Regents Chancellor Betty A. Rosa and New York State Commissioner of Education 
MaryEllen Elia; to work towards adding Diwali as an official holiday in all the 728 public school 
districts, and persuading the private-charter-independent schools to follow. 
 

Rajan Zed further says that Hinduism is rich in festivals and religious festivals are very dear and 
sacred to Hindus. Diwali, the festival of lights, aims at dispelling the darkness and lighting up the 
lives and symbolizes the victory of good over evil. Besides Hindus; Sikhs and Jains and some 
Buddhists also celebrate Diwali. 
 

Hinduism is oldest and third largest religion of the world with about 1.1 billion adherents and 
moksh (liberation) is its ultimate goal. There are about three million Hindus in USA. 
 
 

 



Resolution No. 0146 – 2018 City of New York 
  

Resolution calling upon the New York City Department of Education to establish Diwali as an official 

holiday for New York City public school students. 

  

By Council Members Dromm, Constantinides, Vallone, Grodenchik, Lancman, Miller, Adams, 

Richards, Chin, Koo, Menchaca, Rose, Koslowitz, Brannan, Powers, Reynoso, Ayala, Torres, Holden, 

Rivera, Van Bramer, Moya, Rosenthal, Kallos, Levine, Ampry-Samuel, Salamanca, Cohen, Lander, 

Treyger, Levin, Cabrera, Cumbo and Ulrich 

 

Whereas, According to the U.S. Census Bureau’s latest American Religious Identification Survey 

in 2008, there were 582,000 Hindus, 78,000 Sikhs, and 1,189,000 Buddhists in the United States; and 

Whereas, According to the Census Bureau’s 2016 American Community Survey, there were about 

227,825 New York City residents who identify themselves as Asian Indian, of which many are adherents 

of Hinduism, Sikhism, Jainism, or Buddhism; and 

Whereas, Diwali, a five-day festival that begins on the 15th day of the Hindu month of Kartik 

(October/November), is the most important festival on the Hindu calendar, celebrating the triumph of 

good over evil and marking the New Year; and 

Whereas, Diwali is commonly known as the Festival of Lights, with celebrants lighting millions 

of lanterns, symbols of knowledge and inner light, to dispel ignorance and darkness; and  

Whereas, For Sikhs, Diwali is the day the Mughal Emperor released Hargobind, the revered sixth 

Guru, from captivity; and 

Whereas, For Jains, Diwali marks the anniversary of the attainment of moksha, or liberation, by 

Mahavira, who was the last of the Tirthankaras, or the great teachers of Jain dharma; and 

Whereas, Some Buddhists celebrate Diwali to commemorate the day King Ashok converted to 

Buddhism; and 

Whereas, Despite the large number of Hindus, Sikhs, Jains, and Buddhists in New York City, 

Diwali is not recognized as a school holiday in the New York City public school system; and  

Whereas, In 2007, the United States House of Representatives passed a resolution recognizing the 

religious and historical significance of Diwali, and in 2013 hosted the first-ever Congressional Diwali 

celebration; and 

Whereas, In 2011 and 2013, the US Senate passed a resolution recognizing the historical and 

spiritual significance of Diwali for Hindus, Sikhs, and Jains; and 



Resolution No. 0146 – 2018 City of New York 
 

Whereas, Since 2003, the White House has held an annual Diwali celebration; and 

Whereas, New York City has already acknowledged the significance of Diwali by suspending 

alternate side parking rules on Lakshmi Puja, the third and most important day of the holiday; and 

Whereas, Currently, New York City public schools are closed on several religious holidays; and 

Whereas, It should be noted that Chancellor's Regulation A-630 puts forth guidelines regarding 

the provision of reasonable accommodations for religious observance and practices for public school 

students; and 

Whereas, Pursuant to Regulation A-630, reasonable accommodations include excused absences 

for religious observance outside of school grounds, as well as in-school provisions such as time for praying 

or sitting separately in the cafeteria during periods in which a student may fast; and   

Whereas, Despite the intentions behind this regulation, many parents, students and advocates have 

expressed concern that students who celebrate Diwali are still left at a disadvantage, having to choose 

between celebrating an important holiday or being absent from school, which can result in these students 

falling behind their peers, missing lessons and tests, and having lower attendance records; and 

Whereas, Other American localities with growing Hindu, Sikh, Jain, and Buddhist populations 

have incorporated Diwali into their school holiday calendars, including Passaic and South Brunswick in 

New Jersey; and 

Whereas, New York City is a diverse and dynamic locality in which tolerance and acceptance are 

central values, and the incorporation of Diwali as a public school holiday would serve as an important 

embodiment of this tolerance and acceptance; and 

Whereas, The New York City Department of Education has authority over the school calendar 

and, as a matter of policy, can incorporate Diwali as an observed holiday; now, therefore, be it 

Resolved, That the Council of the City of New York calls upon the New York City Department of 

Education to establish Diwali as an official holiday for New York City public school students. 

LS 884/Res. 568-2015 

LS 1125 

JA/KJ 

1/4/2018 

  



 

U.S. Postal Service Honors Festival of Diwali 

with a Forever Stamp 

 

Hindu Holiday Celebrated in Late October 
August 23, 2016  

 

 

 

WASHINGTON — The U.S. Postal Service will commemorate the joyous Hindu festival of Diwali 

with a Forever stamp. The Wednesday, Oct 5, first-day-of-issue dedication ceremony will take place at 

the Consulate General of India, New York. 

The stamp design is a photograph featuring a traditional diya oil lamp beautifully lit, sitting on a 

sparkling gold background. Diya lamps are usually made from clay with cotton wicks dipped in a 

clarified butter known as “ghee” or in vegetable oils.  

Also known as Deepavali, Diwali celebrates the triumph of good over evil. Spanning five days each 

autumn, it is considered by some to be the start of the new year. 

On the Hindu calendar, Diwali falls on the eve of, or on, the new moon that occurs between mid-

October and mid-November. In 2016, the main day of the festival will be celebrated Oct. 29 for South 

Indians and Oct 30 for North Indians. 

Diwali is a shortened version of the Sanskrit word Deepavali, which roughly translates as “a necklace 

of lights.” During Diwali, the flickering oil-wick diyas sprinkle the homes of observers around the 

world. 

Before the festival, many Hindus traditionally go shopping, clean their homes, open their doors and 

windows, create intricate rangoli — a vibrant floor pattern traditionally made from materials such as 

rice powder, colored sand and flower petals — and light diyas with hopes that Lakshmi, the goddess of 

wealth and prosperity, will visit. In some regions of India, people play games, just as Hindu lore says 

that the god Shiva did. On the festive main day of the holiday, families pray for Lakshmi, dress up in 

their best clothes, enjoy lavish feasts and sweets, exchange gifts and light fireworks. Diwali also marks 

the new year for people in Gujarat and a few other states of India. Diwali also is celebrated as a major 

holiday by followers of the Jain and Sikh faiths. 

Sally Andersen-Bruce of New Milford, CT, photographed the diya. Greg Breeding of Charlottesville, 

VA, designed the stamp and William J. Gicker of Washington, DC, service as the project’s art director. 

The Diwali stamp is being issued as a Forever stamp. This Forever stamp will also be equal in value to 

the current First Class Mail 1-ounce price.  
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COMMENTARY By DR. DHANPAUL NARINE

Dr. Dhanpaul Narine

NYC Comptroller Supports 
Holiday For Diwali

These calls are wedded 
to emotions and appeal to 
the fact that since other re-
ligions have holidays then 
Hindus must be included. 
Well, it doesn’t work like 
that, not in New York with 
its politics and bureaucra-
cy.

In the 2015-16 School 
Year, the Muslim com-
munity was granted two 
school holidays by the 
City, while the Chinese 
had their Lunar New Year 
recognized as a holiday 
as well. What this means 
is that three additional 
holidays were added to 
the school calendar and 
students and teachers got 
the day off from school. 
But this did not magically 
happen.

According to sources 
the Muslim community 
had campaigned for ten 
years for the holidays. 
When Mr. Bill de Blasio 
was the Public Advocate 
it is said that he was ap-
proached by members of 
the Muslim community 
and was asked to support 
their case for the holidays. 
Mr. de Blasio ran for 
Mayor and was remind-
ed that should he win the 
holidays ought to be on 
his to-do list.

As any politician might 
do he needed the support 
of the Muslim communi-
ty. Mr. de Blasio won and 
the holidays were granted. 
The Chinese community 
adopted a similar strate-
gy and when it looked as 
if it might not be given 
Chinese leaders took to 
the streets in demonstra-
tions to remind Mayor 
de Blasio of his promise. 
The Hindu community 
could not get its act to-
gether. There were too 
many crossed signals and 
one was not sure who or 
which organization was 
leading the drive for the 
holiday.

The mantra that was 
oft-repeated was that, ‘ 
Hindus need a holiday 
too. If the others can get it 
so can we. We have a big 
population and it is time 
that the City recognizes us 
with a holiday.’ But there 
is another dimension to 
this and it is called num-

bers. New York is a City 
that looks at numbers. 
There is strength in num-
bers, as we know, and if 
they don’t add up the City 
will take steps to delimit 
and discard. For exam-
ple, if student attendance 
is poor in a class the City 
will close that class and 
place the students in an-
other class. It does not 
pay them to open classes 
for undersubscribed pop-
ulations.

The same logic applies 
to the call for holidays. 
The Muslim community 
has consistently kept stu-
dents at home on Eid-ul-
Fitr and Eid-ul-Adha, two 
of the main holidays. The 
Chinese community has 
done the same with stu-
dents on the Lunar New 
Year. These patterns of 
absences together with 
politicking from the com-
munity organizations sent 
a strong message to City. 
If the classes are only fi fty 
per cent fi lled then it af-
fects instruction, bussing, 
meals, homework policy 
and so on. When the sta-
tistics are tabulated across 
the City it makes sense for 
the administration to grant 
a holiday. The twin effects 
of advocacy and non-at-
tendance made their mark.

What of the Hindu 
community? Many agree 
that there should be a hol-
iday but as we have seen 
the leadership is lack-
ing. The South Asians 
and Indo- Caribbeans are 
apart when it comes to 
political agitation. Apart 
from a handful of persons 
the two communities sel-
dom meet. Two years ago 
there were petitions online 
for a Diwali holiday and 
a Diwali Coalition was 
formed but this fi zzled out 
without any results. The 
petition mustered only 
2,000 signatures. A radi-
cal group from the South 
Asian community said it 
had the strategies and the 
know-how to get the job 
done. It organized a picket 
demonstration in Manhat-
tan and proclaimed victo-
ry afterwards but the City 
did not take any notice. 

What is noteworthy 
is that Diwali is a school 

holiday in certain dis-
tricts in New Jersey and 
in California. The festival 
is celebrated by Hindus, 
Sikhs, and Jains and in the 
Caribbean by non-Hindus 
also. Dr. Uma Mysorekar 
from the Hindu Temple in 
Flushing has argued that 
if the other religions are 
able to get a holiday then 
the same should apply to 
the Hindu community.

Mr. de Blasio, howev-
er, was having none of it. 
He reiterated that the two 
Muslim holidays were 
campaign promises and 

he would not go beyond 
the Chinese New Year. 
The Mayor said, ‘ I under-
stand anyone’s impulse to 
add additional days but at 
this point I don’t intend to 
make any additions any-
time in the foreseeable fu-
ture.’ The calendar for the 
NYC schools for 2016-17 
does not include Diwali as 
a holiday. This means that 
the campaign has to begin 
from now to have Diwali 
recognized in the 2018 
school year.

What are the chances 
that this can happen?  The 
key to success as in ven-
tures of this kind is com-
munity mobilization. The 
Hindu community needs 
to take a page and learn 
from the other commu-
nities and with the esti-
mated 500,000 Hindus in 
the New York area there 
should be better outreach 
and involvement.

It is essential that the 
Hindu communities from 
South Asia, the Caribbean 
and elsewhere meet and 
plan a course of action. 

The Federation of Hindu 
Mandirs that is based in 
Queens needs to reach out 
to the Caribbean Hindu 
community and point out 
the importance of the hol-
iday to the members. The 
Federation has been silent 
on the Diwali holiday and 
there is room for it to be 
more proactive.

Given the need for 
more work to be done it 
would appear that the best 
chance for the holiday 
to be a reality lies in the 
making of alliances with 
various parties. The Hindu 

community will do well 
to invite the support of 
the Muslim and Chinese 
communities and work 
with them as partners. 
Hindu leaders should be-
gin to actively court the 
support of the political 
establishment, especially 
those candidates that will 
be running for offi ce.

It is no secret that May-
or Bill de Blasio plans 
to run for a second term. 
Shouldn’t the leaders re-
mind him of the Diwali 
holiday in exchange for 
their support? This is the 
politics of give and take, 
of alliances, of holding 
politicians accountable. 
This is why Mayor de 
Blasio was able to say that 
he was granting two Mus-
lim holidays to the Mus-
lim community to fulfi ll a 
‘campaign promise.’

As is stands the best 
chance for a Diwali hol-
iday seems to rest with 
Councilman Daniel 
Dromm, New York City 
Comptroller Scott String-
er and Assemblyman Da-

vid Weprin. Mr. Stringer 
held a ‘Diwali Breakfast’ 
in his offi ce a week ago 
and  representatives from 
a number of communities 
were invited. There was a 
lamp-lighting ceremony 
after prayers from Pandit 
Mahendra Doobay and 
members of the Flushing 
Temple. Dr. Mysorekar 
pointed out that everyday 
is Diwali and she lit diyas  
‘for the city, the country 
and the world.’

Aliyah Latif said that 
Mr. Stringer has been a 
tireless supporter of the 

Hindu, Sikh and Jain com-
munities and over the last 
few years he has become 
an advocate for a number 
of issues that are related to 
these communities.

In his remarks Mr. 
Stringer outlined the im-
portance of the Indian 
community to the City. 
He thanked Aliyah for her 
work he acknowledged 
the Indian, Indo-Carib-
bean, Nepali, and Ban-
gladeshi communities at 
the function to celebrate 
Diwali.

According to Mr. 
Stringer, ‘ one of the 
great issues that we have 
today is that in our great 
diverse city we have per-
sons here that have made 
great contributions to our 
civic life and our cultural 
heritage and our business 
community. Today we are 
celebrating the victory of 
light over darkness and 
the triumph of knowledge 
over ignorance and we do 
this in the spirit of truth 
and justice.’

Mr. Stringer said that 

New York has always 
been a beacon to the world 
and when there is talk of 
justice efforts should be 
made to reach every com-
munity. Mr. Stringer said 
further that, ‘ immigrants 
built New York City and 
we can honor their work 
by making sure that new-
comers have equal oppor-
tunities to succeed. Over 
the last two years I have 
worked very hard to do 
just that.’ He pointed out 
that he would try to frame 
policies so that everyone 
can have an equal eco-
nomic playing fi eld.

The idea is for minori-
ties to have an opportu-
nity to access contracts 
from various agencies and 
Mr. Stringer has promised 
to be the watchdog for the 
community. He said that 
if we are to have one New 
York people would have 
to be treated equally. Mr. 
Stringer continued, ‘ I am 
so proud that we are all 
here today. I am so proud 
of all of you.’ Mr. String-
er introduced Councilman 
Daniel Dromm from Jack-
son Heights.

Mr. Dromm said that 
the Diwali breakfast was 
a positive step to recog-
nize the diversity of the 
City and he thanked Mr. 
Stringer. Mr. Dromm 
pointed out that he is for-
tunate to represent Jack-
son Heights and he stated 
that the contribution made 
by the Indian communi-
ty has transformed 74th 
Street into an internation-
al business hub. He urged 
everyone to see the movie 
‘In Jackson Heights’ as it 
shows the diversity of the 
City. 

Mr. Stringer said to 
loud applause that, ‘ Di-
wali has to be recognized 
as a holiday for the chil-
dren just as the other 
cultures are given a hol-
iday for their festivals.’ 
Assemblyman Mr. David 
Weprin said our strength 
is our diversity. He said 
that Diwali is a beautiful 
festival and he concluded 
by saying that, ‘ soon Di-
wali will be a New York 
City holiday.’   

The views expressed in this column 
are solely those of the writer and do 
not necessarily represent the views 

of the THE WEST INDIAN.

Nothing would please the New York 
Hindu community more than a 

holiday for Diwali. If it could get anoth-
er one for Holi or Phagwah then that 
would be a real boon. However, as it 
stands neither is on the cards despite 
vociferous statements in various places. 

NYC Comptroller Scott Stringer and Dr. Dhanpaul Narine at the Diwali Breakfast.



                

        

              

          



 

    

    

    

     

 



         

 

       



        

 

             

 



 

 

 



 

U.S. Postal Service Honors Festival of Diwali 

with a Forever Stamp 

 

Hindu Holiday Celebrated in Late October 
August 23, 2016  

 

 

 

WASHINGTON — The U.S. Postal Service will commemorate the joyous Hindu festival of Diwali 

with a Forever stamp. The Wednesday, Oct 5, first-day-of-issue dedication ceremony will take place at 

the Consulate General of India, New York. 

The stamp design is a photograph featuring a traditional diya oil lamp beautifully lit, sitting on a 

sparkling gold background. Diya lamps are usually made from clay with cotton wicks dipped in a 

clarified butter known as “ghee” or in vegetable oils.  

Also known as Deepavali, Diwali celebrates the triumph of good over evil. Spanning five days each 

autumn, it is considered by some to be the start of the new year. 

On the Hindu calendar, Diwali falls on the eve of, or on, the new moon that occurs between mid-

October and mid-November. In 2016, the main day of the festival will be celebrated Oct. 29 for South 

Indians and Oct 30 for North Indians. 

Diwali is a shortened version of the Sanskrit word Deepavali, which roughly translates as “a necklace 

of lights.” During Diwali, the flickering oil-wick diyas sprinkle the homes of observers around the 

world. 

Before the festival, many Hindus traditionally go shopping, clean their homes, open their doors and 

windows, create intricate rangoli — a vibrant floor pattern traditionally made from materials such as 

rice powder, colored sand and flower petals — and light diyas with hopes that Lakshmi, the goddess of 

wealth and prosperity, will visit. In some regions of India, people play games, just as Hindu lore says 

that the god Shiva did. On the festive main day of the holiday, families pray for Lakshmi, dress up in 

their best clothes, enjoy lavish feasts and sweets, exchange gifts and light fireworks. Diwali also marks 

the new year for people in Gujarat and a few other states of India. Diwali also is celebrated as a major 

holiday by followers of the Jain and Sikh faiths. 

Sally Andersen-Bruce of New Milford, CT, photographed the diya. Greg Breeding of Charlottesville, 

VA, designed the stamp and William J. Gicker of Washington, DC, service as the project’s art director. 

The Diwali stamp is being issued as a Forever stamp. This Forever stamp will also be equal in value to 

the current First Class Mail 1-ounce price.  
 



 

Indian Diaspora Council International  
Shared heritage, aspirations and interests 

 

The Corporation 
 

Name:  Indian Diaspora Council, Inc. 
 

Acronym:  IDC 
 

Original Name:  Guyanese East Indian Civic Association, Inc. 
 

Type: Not-For-Profit Organization 

EIN #:  11-3480914 
 

Established:  September 3, 1997 – New York, USA 
 

Address:  Post Office Box 650523, Queens, New York 11365, USA  
 

Website:  www.indiandiasporacouncil.org 
 

Email:  info@indiandiasporacouncil.org; AshookRamsaran@gmail.com   
 

Telephone:  +1-347-494-1502; +1-917-519-5783  
 

Mission Statement & Objectives 
 

Indian Diaspora Council (IDC) is global non-profit organization established in 1997 with the 

objective to embrace, engage and enhance the shared heritage, aspirations and interests of persons of 

Indian origin with optimum inclusivity. It shall be secular and non-political with a centrally located 

secretariat and global country wise network of chapters and affiliates, and collaborating with 

governments, institutions, organizations and agencies to achieve its objectives. 
 

 To foster, develop and promote good citizenship, civic pride, social, technological and 

economic empowerment to achieve greater upliftment, understanding, cooperation, collaboration 

and support among and between people of Indian origin globally. 
 

 To render constructive civic services for the promotion and welfare of the Indian Diaspora 

community and to inculcate civic consciousness by means of active participation in constructive 

projects which will improve local, regional and global Indian communities. 
 

 To constantly and actively monitor related Indian Diaspora community issues and facilitate 

forums, symposia and trade conventions for timely interchange, discussion, debate, and planning 

for appropriate actions involving associated community groups, associations, institutions and 

leaders among the Indian Diaspora and among other groups as well. 
 

 To actively solicit respective governmental, institutional, public and private resources for 

related advice, collaboration, support and assistance for the Indian Diaspora community. 
 

 To inform, educate and engage members of the Indian Diaspora community on critical 

community issues, for individual and group enrichment. 
 

 To encourage and facilitate timely suggestions, feedback, suggestions, recommendations and 

responses from the Indian Diaspora community on current issues, problems and prospects for 

redress and resolution, and provide timely information using updated technological methods. 
 

 To petition respective governmental, public and private entities for redress of grievances and 

complaints for favorable results benefiting the Indian Diaspora community. 
 

 To provide appropriate advice, referrals and information on current and critical matters which 

are necessary for the average Indian Diaspora community member to confront and resolve issues 

of interest and concern. 
 

 To establish relational base links with other groups and organizations for mutual interchange of 

common concerns, problems and prospects for engagement and progress. 

http://www.indiandiasporacouncil.org/
mailto:info@indiandiasporacouncil.org
mailto:AshookRamsaran@gmail.com
tel:%2B1-347-494-1502


Testimony on Diwali as a School Holiday 

New York City Council Hearing 

Education Committee 

February 26, 2020 

 

Good afternoon, my name is Eric Adams and I am Brooklyn’s borough president, 

representing more than 2.6 million residents who call Brooklyn home. I want to 

thank Council Member Mark Treyger, chair of the City Council Committee on 

Education for convening this hearing on Resolution 0146-2018, creating a Diwali 

holiday for New York City schools. 

 

Approximately 200,000 New York City residents identify as Asian Indian and 

celebrate Diwali, whether as Hindus, Sikhs, Jains, or Buddhists. The Festival of 

Lights has significant meaning for these vibrant communities in our beloved city. 

We proudly and rightly put New York forward as a melting pot where anyone from 

anywhere can add to the fabric that makes our city great through the celebration of 

time-honored cultural traditions. We don’t require people to dress or worship in 

any particular way. We accept diversity as a common good. For these reasons, we 

should recognize Diwali as a school holiday. 

 

Students and families that celebrate Diwali should not have to decide between 

attending school and practicing their faith. They should not have to fall behind 

their peers because they choose to honor a rich tradition their families celebrate. 

 

In recent years, we have worked together to recognize holidays for our Muslim 

neighbors by recognizing Eid al-Adha and Eid al-Fitr, as well as the Lunar New 

Year that is celebrated in many of our East and Southeast Asian cultures. We 



cannot leave our Asian Indian communities behind. We must recognize their 

dignity and officially make Diwali a City-recognized holiday by supporting 

Resolution 0146-2018. 

 

I want to thank the committee for allowing me to testify on this very important 

issue. 

 

Thank you for your time and attention. 
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Testimony by Karen K Sonilal, Organizing Fellow, Sadhana: Coalition of Progressive Hindus  
February 2020 
 

Testimony in Support of Diwali as a NYC Public School Holiday 
 
My name is Karen Sonilal and I am the organizing fellow for Sadhana: Coalition of Progressive 
Hindus, a non-profit organization working to empower Hindu American communities to live out 
the values of their faith through service, community transformation, and targeted advocacy. I’m 
here to testify in support of Resolution 146 and to call on the New York City Department of 
Education to establish Diwali as an official holiday for New York City public school students. 
 
Diwali has always been of great importance to my family and Hindus all over the world. It is a 
holiday that holds such importance, like Christmas for the Christian faith or Hanukkah for the 
Jewish faith. I remember growing up and preparing my mind for Diwali a month before it’s 
celebrated. Excited to not only celebrate the festival of lights, but spend the entire day with my 
family, in prayer and union. Where I come from, namely Trinidad and Tobago, there was no 
question as to if my parents and I would be home on such a grand Religious holiday. There was 
absolutely no worry about who would perform  puja, our religious ceremony. There was no 
question in my mind that the Goddess of wealth and light should be celebrated that entire day; 
or if she would visit my home and my heart on Diwali. 
 
As I grew older and moved to New York City, a land revered for the free and a place where all 
religions and backgrounds come together, I saw a division in what freedom of religion meant. I 
saw that while I was given many days off from school because of other faiths, I had to repress 
my own religious practice. I saw that the parents who were of other faiths, were able to get time 
off of work, to celebrate with their children who were also at home, while my family and I had to 
choose between our faith or providing for our family, almost every year.  
 
On a day that I was supposed to be celebrating the Goddess of Light, darkness grew every year 
that I couldn’t be home to do something simple as praying with my family,adorning our 
Goddess, or emanating positivity, wellness and productivity into our lives. As we take a look at 
what feels like an option for some, as we advocate for Diwali as a New York City public school 

http://www.sadhana.org/
mailto:info@sadhana.org


holiday; may we remember the last time we asked children to go to school on the Christmas 
holiday, the last time we had to work on a religious holiday, and the reason why we differentiate 
the importance of one grand religious holiday, over another. No child should ever feel as if they 
need to choose between their education, and their religion. May we stop continuing to ask them 
to. 
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Support of Res. No. 146 
  
Good afternoon, my name is Sonia Bhuta Sisodia and I am the Executive Director of South 
Asian Youth Action (SAYA).  For the past 24 years, SAYA has been committed to creating a 
safe and affirming space that centers the experiences and perspectives of South Asian youth.  We 
are proud that in addition to our South Asian participants, our programs are attended by youth 
from all backgrounds.  Through our Queens and Brooklyn-based programs located in one 
community center and nine schools, we support over 1,500 youth annually. 
  
SAYA commends the City for making Eid and Lunar Year public school holidays five years 
ago.  As a City, we need to continue on this path and recognize and celebrate communities that 
are so often on the margins of visibility and public discourse.  SAYA strongly supports the 
resolution calling upon the New York City Department of Education to establish Diwali as an 
official holiday for New York City public school students. 
  
Making Diwali a public school holiday is so much more than just the one day off from school for 
students.  It is a statement from the City telling these youth and their families that they matter, 
they are part of the New York City community, that they truly belong. Having one’s cultural 
holidays named, recognized and celebrated helps instill confidence and pride in one’s 
identity.   It is a statement from the City telling all of New York that South Asians who celebrate 
Diwali are a valued and important part of the larger community.   
 
I went to NYC public schools in the 80s and 90s and I was one of very few South Asian students 
at the time in my schools.  I always hid my cultural traditions from my peers and was 
embarrassed of them.  That changed when I met my ninth grade biology teacher, who I will 
name because he is so significant to me and I never had the opportunity to tell him before he 
passed, Mr. Kevin Sheehy.  Mr. Sheehy wanted every student to feel that they belonged and went 
above and beyond to do that.  He was the advisor to our Indian Pakistani Club and arranged 
school events and assemblies to exchange information and traditions on various cultures.  I wish 
for all NYC students there would be more teachers like Mr. Sheehy.  There are other measures 
the City can take to help students feel like they belong, but naming a holiday is definitely an 
important step. 
 
Recognizing Diwali as a public school holiday likely results in thousands of students, teachers 
and administrators who have never heard of Diwali to learn more about the holiday and the 
cultures and beliefs of South Asians.  Teachers may be more likely to discuss the holiday’s 
significance.  Beyond the holiday, some teachers and schools may choose to dig a little deeper 
into the experiences and histories of South Asian New Yorkers.  If this is done with intention and 
thought, this is a win for everyone. 
 
I thank the Council Members who are in support of this resolution.  I am hopeful that we can 
together build a City that continues to work towards being a place where everyone belongs. 
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Thank you Speaker Johnson, Chair Treyger and the members of the Committee on 
Education for the opportunity to submit testimony on the experience of New Yorkers 
enrolled in Brooklyn Public Library’s (BPL) adult learning programs. Education for the 
neediest New Yorkers struggling with literacy is a right, not a privilege.  Adult learners 
need safe spaces to develop their skills as well as challenging opportunities to grow.  
This testimony will discuss the experience of adult learners, how BPL works to meet 
their diverse needs, and some of the challenges both the learners and the library face 
together. 
 
Adult Learners in Brooklyn and the City    
Every year several thousand adults come to BPL to learn to read and write, to learn to 
speak English, to earn their HSE diploma by enrolling in preparation classes, to take the 
Test Accessing Secondary Completion (TASC), and to find resources and support as 
they seek employment.  They have dreams and resolutions they want to fulfill: improve 
and complete their education to become more self-sufficient and to better provide for 
their families. They come to the library with goals: a job, a better job. Some have 
worked their entire lives; some have recently emigrated from another place.  They 
come to the library because they see us as a lifeline and life changer without 
limits.  The entire BPL team is proud to welcome adult learners into the library 
community to transform them into lifelong learners and library users. 
 
For over 40 years, BPL has been a trusted provider of free adult literacy programs. 
BPL’s five Adult Learning Centers and classes in numerous libraries provide innovative 
and impactful educational programs and resources designed for adult learners and 
speakers of other languages.  The Adult Learning department is a continuum that 
houses our Adult Basic Education (ABE), pre- High School Equivalency (pre-HSE) and 
High School Equivalency (HSE), English for Speakers of Other Languages (ESOL) 
classes and programs, and the department also encompasses our Business & Career 
Center (B&CC).  This continuum allows us to provide the opportunities and support for 
adult learners at any stage of their education and employment to grow and develop at 
BPL.  
 
 

 
 



Adult Learning at the Library 
The public library is at the heart of the many communities across Brooklyn. I’ve heard 
repeatedly from adult learners how much they appreciate coming to a place everyone 
else in the community already visits; attending classes in our accessible spaces reduces 
the barriers and stigma they might otherwise face. These learners are welcomed into a 
learning community in their neighborhoods, they do not have to travel to institutions in 
another part of the borough or city.  Adult learners enjoy the same benefits as 
everyone else who uses the library, including a wide breadth of free resources and a 
dedication to their privacy.  In addition to their teachers, students also have access to 
professional librarians and library staff, to computers and computer assistance, books to 
check out and take home, and a place to bring their families to learn while they 
themselves learn. 
 
To enroll in our programs, adult learners attend a screening for ABE/pre-HSE/HSE or a 
registration for ESOL programs.  One they’ve been assessed, they are placed in the 
appropriate group or class to improve their skills.  Those enrolled in our ABE program 
work in collaborative small groups for about 4 hours a week facilitated by trained 
volunteer tutors based at our Learning Centers.  The volunteer literacy tutors complete 
twenty hours of extensive training in learning, reading and writing methodology before 
stepping into the classroom. These volunteer tutors – some former students themselves 
– become deeply invested in the progress of their students. Volunteer tutors are 
complemented by educators with experience in adult education and adult literacy, 
Literacy Advisors specializing in adult literacy and basic education, and Adult Learning 
Center Managers possessing experience in adult education.  In addition to the small 
group instruction ABE students also benefit from special workshops and field trips to 
cultural institutions.  We serve over 1, 100 ABE students per year. 
 
Students enrolled in our Pre-HSE/HSE programs usually attend classes 6 hours per 
week taught by a paid instructor who receives professional development training every 
year.  These students are also encouraged to use online resources designed to help 
them improve their skills and ability to prepare and pass the TASC exam.  More and 
more we are teaching our learners how to use our online resources remotely from at 
home so they could continue to learn beyond our classroom walls at hours that are 
convenient to them.  We serve over 2, 500 students per year in our Pre-HSE/HSE 
program. 
 
Adult learners enrolled in our ESOL programs usually attend classes 6 hours per week 
taught by a paid instructor who received professional development training every year.  
These students are encouraged to immerse in other English language activities 
including joining our ESOL conversation groups or Business English classes.  We serve 
over 2,200 students in our ESOL program every year.   
 
BPL has continued to add to our continuum to meet the needs of our adult learners.  
Our ESOL students are being taught to ensure they possess the digital literacy skills 



needed in today’s workplace.  HSE and high level ESOL students can now opt to attend 
classes both at the library and our partner agencies to gain certification in medical 
billing or the food service industry. HSE candidates may choose to take the TASC test 
(standardized test in the 5 subjects) at one of our 7 NYS approved TASC testing sites or 
the portfolio-based National External Diploma Program (NEDP) pathway to earn their 
HSE diploma. 
 
Many of our adult learners are also jobseekers.  Our B&CC librarians work with adult 
learners to assist them in reaching their career goals.  In addition to offering one on 
one resume and career help, librarians offer workshops on a host of business and 
career topics.  Librarians also introduce students to online resources to help them in 
their career planning and to help prepare for civil service exams.    
 
BPL supports all of our adult learners with case management to help alleviate barriers 
from 10 identified areas, including financial and health barriers, with referrals to various 
partners to assist participants with housing, SNAP, transportation, as well as with 
referrals to training and other educational programs. BPL employs six part-time case 
managers and 6 literacy advisors to lead this effort. 
 
Investing in Needed Programs and Spaces 
Adult education programming at BPL encompasses a wide range of adult basic 
education and ESOL. BPL has received Workforce Investment and Opportunity Act 
(WIOA) funding for ESOL and pre-HSE/HSE instruction, as well as funding to establish 
seven HSE/TASC testing sites. Additionally, three of the BPL Adult Learning Centers are 
funded to provide Literacy Zone services such as advisement and counseling, referrals, 
employment fairs and workshops – to support their learning endeavors.   
 
In the past few years however, WIOA (previously the WIA) has evolved to require that 
participants in ESOL and pre-HSE classes obtain a workplace certification at the same 
time they pursue English language skills and HSE. The BPL team is extremely proud to 
serve the higher-level adult learners through WIOA and HSE test sites. While this is a 
boon for the higher-level students, there has been an unexpected effect on the lower 
level student traditionally served at the BPL.  Many ESOL students simply ask to learn 
how to improve their English language proficiency without the workforce or certification 
emphasis.  In many Brooklyn communities, there are few services to serve this 
population of learners and an unfunded and unmet need for more services.  
 
As the Library has expanded services at its Learning Centers, we’re also investing in 
renovating them. With support from the City Council and Mayor, three of the five 
Learning Centers will soon receive major renovations. At Central Library, construction 
will shortly begin on a new, temporary Learning Center designed in partnership with 
adult learners and literacy tutors. At Eastern Parkway, planners worked with the 
Learning Center community to come up with design standards for their future space. 
The same process will also happen at New Lots Library. Safe spaces – both physical and 



psychological – are necessary for learning.  Adult learners need to feel safe taking risks 
necessary to the learning process – they need to be free to go beyond their barriers, to 
learn from making mistakes and to keep trying until they succeed. With your support, 
we’re creating environments to encourage this learning.  
 
CONCLUSION 
 
BPL has a long-storied history of serving adult learners who continue to look to public 
library to continue their education.  BPL is proud to welcome and serve adult learners in 
innovative and impactful ways.  We are responsive to learners and their needs and 
provide additional services and support to help them achieve their educational and 
career goals.  With support we will continue to address the needs of adult learners in 
our libraries as their needs evolve. 
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Good afternoon Chair Treyger and members of the New York City Council Committee on Education. 
Thank you for the opportunity to testify today on behalf of United Neighborhood Houses of New York. 
United Neighborhood Houses (UNH) is a policy and social change organization representing 43 
neighborhood settlement houses that reach 765,000 New Yorkers from all walks of life. We mobilize 
our members and their communities to advocate for good public policies and promote strong 
organizations and practices that keep neighborhoods resilient and thriving for all New Yorkers. 
 
UNH leads advocacy and partners with our members on a broad range of issues including civic and 
community engagement, neighborhood affordability, healthy aging, early childhood education, adult 
literacy, and youth development. We also provide customized professional development and peer 
learning to build the skills and leadership capabilities of settlement house staff at all levels. Immigrants 
make up a significant percentage of the individuals our members serve annually in their programs with 
specialized immigrant services, including English for Speakers of Other Languages (ESOL) classes, legal 
services, and citizenship, newcomer, and refugee assistance.   
 
We thank the City Council for negotiating a FY2020 budget that included $12 million for New York City 
adult literacy programs. This testimony will focus on the network of adult literacy services in New York 
City and recommendations to strengthen these programs moving forward.  
 
Adult Literacy Overview and Need 
Adult literacy supports individuals, families, and communities through a broad range of benefits. At its 
core, English language proficiency is essential to fully partake in the economic, social and civic aspects 
of our society. From the ability to navigate public transportation, to the ability to communicate with 
health professionals, to the ability to support a child’s success in the school system, to the ability to 
find good paying employment or to pursue higher education, English language skills are a necessity.  
 
In today's economy, New Yorkers cannot hope to compete for well-paying jobs if they lack basic English 
skills. However, with New York City currently being home to nearly 2.2 million adults without a high 
school diploma, English proficiency, or both, the City’s Office of Workforce Development reported that 
only 3% of those in need of language development skills are able to participate in City-funded classes.  

http://www.unhny.org/


2 
 

 
Further exacerbating the funding challenges are recent changes in federal policies that make adult 
literacy classes much more difficult to access. The federal Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act 
(WIOA) implemented new provisions in 2018 that made it more difficult for individuals with the lowest 
skills levels, or those lacking permanent documentation, to be served. Instead, WIOA now incentivizes 
services to those adult learners closest to achieving a near-term workforce outcome. For instance, the 
New York State Education Department (NYSED) formerly administered an English Language Civics (EL 
Civics) program, which provided literacy and civics instruction to immigrants on the pathway to 
becoming citizens. In 2018, that service option was eliminated and replaced by the Integrated English 
Literacy and Civics Education (IELCE) program, which employs a higher-level training curriculum. NYSED 
has estimated that as a result, up to 17,000 students that were previously served in EL Civics with these 
federal dollars faced displacement by higher-skilled learners.  
 
Adult Literacy Programs and Student Experience 
Adult literacy programs typically serve individuals who fall into one of two categories: 1) Foreign-born 
individuals who lack English proficiency, but who have varying levels of proficiency and skills in their 
native language, and 2) Native-born individuals who lack a high school diploma or other basic skills 
necessary to succeed in academic environments and the workforce. To meet the needs of these 
individuals, adult literacy programs are generally divided into four programmatic types: Adult Basic 
Education (ABE), Basic Education in Native Language (BENL), English for Speakers of Other Languages 
(ESOL) and High School Equivalency (HSE) preparation. 
 
Students seeking to enroll in adult literacy classes have a variety of learning environments they can 
choose from. Typical examples of the types of organizations that offer adult literacy include: 
Community-based organizations (CBOs), the City University of New York (CUNY), Public Libraries, and 
the NYC Department of Education’s Office of Adult & Continuing Education (DOE OACE). 
 
In New York City, characteristics typical of CBOs often include robust wrap-around support services, a 
culturally and linguistically competent staff, a longstanding reputation in the neighborhood as a safe 
and trusted source of community services, and convenient operating hours, including nights and 
weekends. CBO classes are free of charge, with programs typically relying on government and/or 
philanthropic support to operate. Through CBOs students can access ABE, BENL, ESOL and HSE classes, 
as well as Bridge, Family Literacy, Civics programs. 
 
Despite the evidence-based approaches adult literacy programs employ, and the rigorous professional 
development regime for instructors, the success of adult learners is often predicated on how well 
programs can accommodate their other social service needs. A working parent without reliable access 
to childcare, or an adult learner with mental health challenges, or a skilled professional from abroad in 
need of immediate employment, can more easily commit and benefit from classes if those needs are 
met. While the level of support services offered vary by provider, resources in community-based 
organizations like settlement houses can include: case management, workforce development 
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programming, child care assistance, college planning guidance, legal assistance, behavioral health 
services, and housing assistance.  
 
UNH Recommendations 
In order to ensure that all New Yorkers who wish to access these programs can continue to do so, 
United Neighborhood Houses urges the City to: 

1. Invest $2 million in a pilot program; 
2. Baseline $12 million for DYCD-funded adult literacy programs in the FY2021 budget 

 
Pilot Program 
One of the significant challenges of the adult literacy system is that it is seriously underfunded, and 
where funding does exist, it is at reimbursement rates that do not fully cover the cost of delivering 
high-quality adult literacy classes. A 2017 DYCD-commissioned report conducted by the Literacy 
Assistance Center -- titled Investing in Quality -- analyzed the true costs of providing quality adult 
literacy programming and found that on average, adult literacy programs cost about $3,600 to provide 
instruction and support to each student they serve1; instead, the current reimbursement rate hovers 
between $850- $1,000 per student. This means that many adult literacy providers are actually 
experiencing a loss on contracts when they provide literacy services to their community and must raise 
private dollars to support this program.  
 

UNH recommends the City Council work with the Administration to set aside at least $2 million for a 
pilot program that would fund programs at approximately four times DYCD’s current rate. The 
purpose of this project is to demonstrate whether funding programs at or closer to the level called for 
in the Investing in Quality report will lead to greater student gains and/or a wider range of student 
outcomes than current levels of funding enable programs and students to achieve. It would also 
potentially enable the Council, DYCD, CUNY, DOE, and other funders to correlate specific program 
enhancements to targeted student goals and outcomes. 
 

Baseline Funding 
With the support and leadership of the City Council, the City has invested an additional $12m in adult 
literacy programs in the last four fiscal years. In FY2017 and in subsequent years, the City grew adult 
literacy funding through DYCD from $4.9 million to a total of $15 million. However, $12m of that 
funding is one-year in nature, meaning each year programs don’t know if they can keep the doors open 
or must lay off staff and cancel classes. This perennial uncertainty makes retention of qualified staff 
very difficult, as well as precludes long-term planning.  It is essential that this funding be baselined in 
the FY2021 budget. Without baselining, it is near impossible for providers to plan their programs for 
future years and ensure stability for their students and staff.  
 
Thank you for the opportunity to testify today and for the Council’s leadership on these critical issues. 
                                                      
1 Literacy Assistance Center, 2018. Investing in Quality, A Blueprint for Adult Literacy Programs and Funders: 
http://www.lacnyc.org/investing-in-quality.html.  

http://www.lacnyc.org/investing-in-quality.html
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Student Story 
On behalf of Yekaterina of University Settlement: 
 
“My name is Yekaterina. I am from Kazakhstan. It’s really far from here—it’s close to Russia. 
 
I’ve been living in New York for about two years now. I like to go out for fun and just to walk around 
New York because there’s still a lot of places that I didn’t visit yet. And there’s always something new 
you can find on the street. 
 
I speak Russian, that’s my first language, I speak English, Chinese, and Ukrainian. 
 
My friend told me that there is a program in Manhattan that provides intensive English classes. Adult 
Literacy helped me a lot and our teacher was great. His name was Jay, and he was a great teacher—he 
taught me a lot and I learned a lot from him. 
 
My goals were to find a place in the United States, to start a new life and first of all I needed to know 
the language that people speak around me to find a good job and to fit in the society. 
 
I found my first job at University Settlement at Adult Literacy. While working as an office assistant, I 
learned a lot about the environment in the office. That’s the first thing that was a bit different for me 
because that was the first time that I worked in the United States and everything is new. So that was a 
big, huge step for me here in the United States to get a job in the office. 
 
Thanks to Adult Literacy I found another job, a full-time job, at University Settlement at the Consultation 
Center. The Consultation Center is a mental health clinic at University Settlement. We help people who 
struggle with mental health issues and I am an administrative assistant there. I’m happy to have that 
job because, again, it helps you a lot when you move from another country and you start your life from 
zero to get a full-time job in an office and with a good environment—it’s amazing! 
 
I want to tell you that program is an amazing program, Adult Literacy is an amazing program, because 
you can find a program that’s free and it’s intensive English and they help you with your job, they help 
you to build your resume, they help you to study English, and there’s so many things that this program 
helped me with. So I’m really grateful for that.” 
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Dear City Council Members: 

On behalf of the Hindu American Foundation, I’m writing to urge you to support              

Resolution 146, which calls “upon the New York City Department of Education to             

establish Diwali as an official holiday for New York City public school students.” 

First, we want to commend Council Members Dromm, Constantinides, Vallone,          

Grodenchik, Lancman, Miller, Adams, Richards, Chin, Koo, Menchaca, Rose, Koslowitz,          

Brannan, Powers, Reynoso, Ayala, Torres, Holden, Rivera, Van Bramer, Moya,          

Rosenthal, Kallos, Levine, Ampry-Samuel, Salamanca, Cohen, Lander, Treyger, Levin,         

Cabrera, Cumbo and Ulrich for introducing this important resolution. 

We also acknowledge and commend members of the Hindu American          

community in New York for their organic, grassroots effort on this campaign. 

According to the Census Bureau’s 2016 American Community Survey, there          

were about 227,825 New York City residents who identify themselves as Asian Indian,             

of whom approximately one-third or more are adherents of Hinduism, Sikhism, Jainism,            

or Buddhism. While many of the Hindus in New York City originate from India, there are                

sizable Hindu populations from Trinidad & Tobago, Guyana, Nepal, Bangladesh, and           

Afghanistan throughout the five boroughs. 

Every borough of New York City is home to at least one Hindu temple, from the                

Bhakti Center in Manhattan to the Brooklyn Hindu Temple to the Shree Ram Temple in               

Staten Island to the Vishnu Mandir in the Bronx. Queens, of course, is home to an                

estimated 60% of the city’s total number of Hindus and dozens of Hindu temples (some               

60 alone have been founded by Indo​-Caribbeans). Both the Gita Mandir in Queens,             
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established in 1975, and the renowned Ganesh Temple in Flushing, consecrated in            

1977, are considered to be two of the oldest in the United States. The Ganesh Temple                

is home to over 25,000 devotees and host to thousands more during its Diwali              

celebrations. 

Beyond serving the Hindu population, most Hindu temples and community          

organizations are also actively involved in ​seva​, or selfless service of those in need,              

locally as well as nationally. 

In 2014, the City Council urged the State of New York’s Department of Education              

to “establish Diwali as an official school holiday for NYC public students” (Res.             

1863​2013). The City already suspends alternate side parking on Diwali. 

In 2013 and 2019, the State of California, also home to a large population of               

Hindus, Sikhs, and Jains, worked with the Hindu American Foundation to declare            

October as ‘Hindu American Awareness & Appreciation Month,’ highlighting the          

importance of Diwali as well as a number of contributions of the Hindu American              

community to the U.S. 

Passage of this resolution would build on that precedent and bring us closer to              

achieving a more pluralistic and dignified society, with a public education system in             

place where all children are equal and can thrive in a more respectful environment. 

Lastly, it is worth noting that some American localities with growing Hindu, Sikh,             

Jain, and Buddhist populations have incorporated Diwali in their school holiday           

calendars, such as Passaic, New Jersey, South Brunswick, New Jersey, and Howard            

County, Maryland. 
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We believe that New York City is the greatest city on Earth and that we should                

not only follow the example of other cities and states who expanded religious freedom              

and embrace diversity–but we should be leading them. New York City has begun to              

demonstrate this through its inclusion of Eid and Lunar New Year as public school              

holidays. It is now time for the City to equally recognize its Hindu, Sikh, Jain and                

Buddhists denizens alongside its Christian, Jewish, Muslim and Chinese residents.  

Diwali, is a five-day festival that begins on the 15th day of the Hindu month of                

Kartik (October/November). It is the most important festival on the Hindu calendar,            

celebrating the triumph of good over evil and marking the New Year.  

Hindus celebrate Diwali as the victory of good over evil and of knowledge over              

ignorance. Sikhs celebrate Diwali as the Day of Liberation, when the sixth Sikh Guru,              

Hargobind, was released from imprisonment along with 52 other kings. Jains           

commemorate Diwali as the day Lord Mahavira, the last of the Tirthankaras, attained             

Nirvana, or liberation. 

For more information about Diwali, you can read the HAF Diwali Toolkit at:             

www.hinduamerican.org/diwali-toolkit​. 
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Testimony to the New York City Council for Diwali as a Holiday  

                  Wednesday, February 26, 2020  

I have taught for more than 30 years with the New York City Department of Education. I am also 

the President of a Hindu temple, the Shri Trimurti Bhavan Inc, that is located at 101-18 97 Avenue, 

Ozone Park, New York, 11416. 

    I have seen how our City thrives on diversity and have taught countless lessons in the classrooms 

on the strengths of this diversity. I see the pride in the faces of students as they celebrate their 

culture and explain to the school community the history of their festivals. And yes, we get holidays 

to observe some of them. 

     Diwali is important enough to merit a school holiday. It is celebrated across a wide spectrum 

of cultures. It is important for the Jains, the Sikhs, the Hindus and the Pew Research Center (2012) 

found that 10 per cent of Moslems in the US also celebrate Diwali. This should not be seen as 

strange.  

   The growing inter-faith movements across the world see Diwali as the appropriate medium to 

reinforce the message of peace and tolerance. The Tekreet Movement in Pakistan held an interfaith 

service in 2018 in an Anglican Cathedral in Lahore on the occasion of Diwali to pray for peace. 

Diwali has brought persons in rival nations together. In the US, the lamp is lit in the White House, 

at Diwali, to dispel darkness and ask for peace and good sense to prevail.     

      What does this have to do with Diwali as a school holiday? As we have seen, the message of 

peace and light over darkness is powerful. In New York City, surveys by students at Forest Hill 

High School, and others, show that Diwali has cut across boundaries. Teachers, parents, and 

students already know of Diwali. They hold Diwali programs in the schools and all cultures 

participate in them. The data support the idea that Diwali should be a school holiday.  

    There is overwhelming support from all sections of the New York community for the City to go 

one step further and grant the holiday. The Mayor too has recognized the importance and 

significance of Diwali. He holds an annual event at Gracie Mansion to observe Diwali. Every year, 

amidst the festivities, the Mayor hears calls by members of the audience, ‘Please give us a holiday 

for Diwali.’  

   The time has come for the City to do what is right, to grant a holiday for Diwali, and officially 

add to the marvelous diversity that is New York!   

  

Dhanpaul Narine PhD (London School of Economics) 

718 501 3189 

doclse007@aol.com 

President of the Shri Trimurti Bhavan Inc. 

101-18 97 Avenue, Ozone Park New York 11416   
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