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October 11, 2016 

City Council Testimony for Resolution 1230-2016 on behalf of the Arab-American Family Support Center  

Established in 1994, AAFSC is a non-profit, secular organization, and we are the oldest and largest 
Arabic-speaking social services agency in New York City. As a settlement house, we provide culturally 
and linguistically competent services to Arab, Middle Eastern, Muslim, and South Asian (AMEMSA) 
immigrant communities.  

In the settlement house tradition, the majority of our staff members represent the communities that we 
serve. In the last year, we have watched with heavy hearts how a political climate of hateful rhetoric 
towards Muslims and immigrants reaps real and dangerous consequences for our communities—
including both Muslims and those who are perceived as such. The shameful and dangerous words aimed 
at American Muslims in recent months has led to rates of anti-Muslim violence not seen since the 
aftermath of 9/11; in 2015, there was a 78% increase nationwide in hate crimes against Muslims and 
those perceived as Muslim, and a 38% increase in New York State.  

At AAFSC, these numbers are personal. These are our clients, our neighbors, our mothers, fathers, 
sisters, and brothers. A student in our youth program was recently called “ISIS” by his teacher for 
wearing his keffiyah scarf in school. In August, a beloved Imam, Maulama Akonjee, and his assistant 
Thara Uddin were killed in broad daylight, dressed in Muslim garb walking down a street near their 
mosque in Ozone Park, Queens. Hate crimes against the Sikh community are also sharply rising—just 
this month, Maan Singh Khalsa, a Sikh man in Richmond, California, was attacked by assailants who tore 
off his turban and cut his hair. Unfortunately, these events rarely make the evening news. Our clients 
consistently share with us how increased discrimination and harassment is wearing on their mental 
health. In January 2016, researchers from the University of Pennsylvania reported that discrimination 
functions as a risk factor for significant levels of clinical depression in Muslims, and also found that being 
called offensive names has the strongest effect in developing depression. 

No one in New York City, a city that prides itself on diversity and inclusion, should feel afraid and 
unwelcomed due to their faith, race, or cultural background. It is clear that in these times, we must 
come together as a city to support, embrace, and celebrate the Arab, Middle Eastern, Muslim, and 
South Asian communities, and all communities affected by the recent spike in xenophobia. When 
political leaders endorse fear, they set a standard that emboldens citizens to act on dangerous 
prejudices.  

This rhetoric leads to hostilities towards individuals based on their perceived racial and ethno-religious 
identities; people are targeted not due to the core beliefs of their religion, but due to their cultural 
identity, making “Islamophobia” a problematic term and in of itself. Thus, AAFSC affirms the interplay 
between racism, xenophobia, and anti-Muslim discrimination—the rising tensions in our society do not 
reflect a conflict of religion, but rather a nuanced issue enveloping multiple forms of discrimination. 
AAFSC stands against all forms of oppression and systemic racism.  

We must confront and break down the fear that enables horrific acts of discrimination, and the 
prejudice and labels the AMEMSA communities as foreign and “un-American.” We must stand by 
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Resolution 1230-2016 to affirm religious pluralism in the US, and set an alternative, more hopeful 
standard for the nation. The Committee on Cultural Affairs, Libraries and International Intergroup 
Relations is putting forth a necessary action to affirm our commitment as New Yorkers to the principals 
of freedom, liberty, and respect for our neighbors.  



 46-01 20th Avenue
 Astoria, New York 11105 
Council on American-Islamic Relations  www.cair-ny.org | (646) 665-7599 
 

STATEMENT OF 
AFAF NASHER, ESQ. 

EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR 
COUNCIL ON AMERICAN ISLAMIC RELATIONS, NEW YORK 

 
BEFORE THE 

COMMITTEE ON CULTURAL AFFAIRS, LIBRARIES AND INTERNATIONAL 
INTERGROUP RELATIONS 
NEW YORK CITY COUNCIL 

 
FOR A HEARING CONCERNING 

 RES. 1230-2016, DECLARING SUPPORT FOR MUSLIM COMMUNITIES. 
 

PRESENTED  
OCTOBER 11, 2016

 
B’ism Illah Al Rahman Al Raheem, we begin in the name of the Creator of all humanity, the Most 
Compassionate and the Most Merciful 
 
Asalamu alaikum, Greeting of Peace unto all 
 
My name is Afaf Nasher. I am an attorney and the executive director for the NY chapter of the 
Council on American Islamic Relations, aka CAIR-NY. CAIR is the largest Muslim civil rights 
organization in the country, with 30 offices spread out from sea to shining sea. We advocate for the 
civil rights of Muslims in America who have experienced the irreparable harm of discrimination and 
injustice in schools, in workplaces, in the streets, and even in our homes. 
 
I am pleased, humbled and especially grateful to have this opportunity to address you, our elected 
Council Members, in firm support of Resolution 1230, which seeks to declare the City Council’s 
support for its nearly 1 million Muslims living in NYC. I extend my sincerest gratitude to 
Councilman Miller, as the main sponsor of the resolution, and to each of those members who 
quickly joined him in support of this cause. I also ask that each of you work with an unwavering 
dedication to getting this resolution passed swiftly, sending a message to the world that our NYC 
leaders not only believe but also publicly affirm that Muslims NY’ers are deserving of the respect 
people of all other faiths receive. 
 
Members of the Council, it is imperative that we voice our resolve against the misguided and often 
illegal actions targeting Muslims. Resolution 1230 voices our resolve against the ugliness of hatred 
and bigotry. It gives us an opportunity to voice our support of the beautiful array of Muslims---
black, white, tan and yellow, east and south Asian, African, Arab, Hispanic, European, young and 
old, first generation American and those who have been here since the inception of this nation. It 
affirms religious freedom as guaranteed under the 1st amendment of our country’s constitution, as 
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well as the rights and civil liberties embedded in other amendments and subsequent federal and local 
legislation. 
 
Some may inquire, why must this affirmation be publicly announced? Writer Zora Neale Hurston 
answered this for us when she said “If you are silent about your pain, they’ll kill you and say you 
enjoyed it.” 
 
The NYC Muslim community will not be silent. We will not be silent through the pain of the 
opposition we face when there is a mosque being constructed or when an existing mosque is 
vandalized. CAIR reports that in 2015 alone, there were over 70 incidents targeting mosques across 
the nation, including damage, destruction, threats and acts of intimidation targeting our religious 
institutions. We will not be silent through the pain of employment discrimination in the hiring 
process or when legally protected accommodations to Muslims are unjustly denied. The Center for 
American Progress points to a 250% increase in religious discrimination cases filed with the EEOC 
by Muslims post 9/11, that is one quarter of all religious employment cases. 
 
We will not stay silent when our children, an entire generation of youth, are called terrorists in their 
class by peers and treated as such by those who are supposed to protect them. The bullying has risen 
at such a rate that Muslims face twice the national average rates. 
 
We will not stay silent when our young and old are beaten, assaulted, and even killed in the streets. 
Fresh in our memory are the recent cases of violence through-out the 5 boroughs, including 
religious clerics and women. 
 
And as the Muslim community continues to grow and continues to amplify our voice through many 
forums, we turn to you, our respected NYC Council Members to raise your voice in unison with 
ours. For surely, when one group’s civil liberties are undermined then every group is being 
challenged. That is especially true here in NYC, where our strength, where our pride, where our 
example on how we thrive on diversity is broadcasted to the world both literally and figuratively. 
This is especially because the travesty of 9/11 happened here, in our hometown. Shamefully, despite 
Muslims also perishing in that tragedy, despite Muslims also being among the first responders that 
saved lives, despite Muslims also serving our country locally, nationally and internationally, some 
people would falsely 
question American Muslim loyalty. Some would have the audacity to impose on our community 
blatantly false suspicions for personal, political and monetary gains. As if our blood was not spilled, 
as if our tears were not shed, as if our hearts did not pound with sorrow and swell with compassion 
for all those lost of every faith and background. 
 
Members of the NYC Council, Resolution 1230 is about speaking up. It was writer Ella Wheeler 
Wilcox who wrote “To sin by silence when they should protest makes cowards of men.” Muslims 
are no cowards. We will practice our faith unapologetically, as permitted by our laws. We will protest 
every injustice perpetrated against us in the social and political spheres, in courts and at the ballot 
box. Our voices will not be silenced no matter what happens. The only question is whether the 
NYC Council will join the millions of constituents of both Muslim New Yorkers and others of 
conscience, in stating to the world that NYC affirms religious pluralism, and that its residents and 
political leaders stand together for peace and understanding. 
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I thank you again for this opportunity to be heard and urge you all to pass Resolution 1230  
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Good morning, my name is Albert Fox Cahn, and I’m the Director of Strategic Litigation for the 
New York Chapter of the Council on American Islamic Relations.  I speak today in support of 
Resolution 1230, which declares support for Muslim communities, affirms the religious pluralism of 
the United States, and urges all residents to stand together for peace and understanding.  Let me be 
explicit, CAIR New York does not ask this council to condemn mere ideas or opinions.  The 
measure under consideration today would denounce the increasing discrimination, harassment, and 
violence being directed towards Muslim communities.  This resolution is not an abridgement of any 
New Yorker’s freedom of speech, but rather a condemnation of actions that violate the laws of this 
nation and city. 

Resolution 1230 stands in the proud tradition of this council, which has long spoken out at 
moments when individuals are targeted on the basis of their faith.  In 1903, long before there was a 
New York City Council, this institution’s predecessor (the New York CITY Board of Alderman) had 
the courage to speak out against anti-Semitic violence in tsarist Russia.  In 1921, that same Board 
passed a resolution condemning the violence of the Ku Klux Klan against Catholic and Jewish 
Americans.  This Council has remained vocal in recent years, passing no fewer than six resolutions 
to condemn religious harassment or violence in the past 20 years.  New York City serves as a symbol 
of openness to the world, and we should be a leader in this trying time. 

Already, numerous municipalities have spoken out to denounce anti-Muslim discrimination, 
harassment, and violence, and New York City should be among their ranks.  From Lake Worth, 
Florida, to Seattle, Washington, from Albany, New York, to Portland, Oregon, Americans are 
proudly saying that when you attack the religious freedom of one, you attack the religious freedoms 
of all.  Cities as large as Los Angeles, California, and as small as Muncie, Indiana, have already 
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spoken, and we must join our voices to theirs. We must make clear that the citizens of this great city 
care just as passionately about the rights and safety of our Muslim neighbors. 

The need for action could not be clearer. National statistics reveal a spike in anti-Muslim 
discrimination, harassment, and violence that touches nearly every member of the community, 
whether it be Muslim students bullied in school, or Muslim senior citizens who are attacked on our 
streets.  A recent survey from CAIR’s California Chapter showed that twenty percent of Muslim 
students reported discrimination by school staff members.  That means at least one in five Muslim 
students have been victimized by the very officials who are supposed to keep them safe.  Twenty-
nine percent of Muslim girls and women who wear the hijab (head covering) reported that they had 
their hijab pulled off or suffered other offensive touching.  We know that these numbers tell only 
part of the story, that there are countless other Muslim students who have endured bullying, but 
who are too scared to come forward.  Moreover, these students face anti-Muslim bullying on top of 
all the other forms of bullying that school children must endure.  

Similarly, our office has seen a spike in reports of anti-Muslim harassment in the workplace.  CAIR 
New York receives hundreds of calls a month from New York Muslims, a plurality of whom have 
faced workplace discrimination because of their faith.  In addition to those who face outright 
discrimination, there are an array of institutional biases and micro-aggressions directed at Muslim 
New Yorkers in the workplace. 

The most alarming shift has been the increase in violence and hate crimes directed at the Muslim 
community.  According to the California State University at San Bernardino (CSUSB), anti-Muslim 
hate crimes increased by at least 78% in 2015, the most recent year on record.  This analysis was 
based on a partial 2015 dataset, making it likely that the total is higher.  According to Brian Levin, 
Director of CSUSB’s Center for the Study of Hate and Extremism, 2015’s rate of anti-Muslim 
crimes was the “highest since 2001 and the second highest on record.” Additionally, according to a 
Georgetown University study published earlier this year, anti-Muslim violence is so high that a 
Muslim American is six to nine times more likely to suffer an attack today than prior to 9/11. 

These numbers can be numbing, but behind each of these statistics is a heartbreaking story.  Just a 
month ago, two young Muslim mothers were attacked in broad daylight on the streets of Brooklyn.  
They were targeted as they pushed strollers with their young babies.  The woman who allegedly 
attacked these women, punched and kicked them, toppling a stroller to the ground, and trying to 
remove the victims’ head-coverings.  As she attacked, the assailant allegedly said “this is America — 
you shouldn’t be different from us.” 

Ladies and gentleman, by passing Resolution 1230, you can make it clear that yes, in America you 
can be different.  In this country, in this city, diversity is not something to be feared, it’s the 
lifeblood of our democracy and the defining virtue of our city.  Resolution 1230 says that New York 
City should be a place where you can live in peace, no matter your faith.  As a Jewish New Yorker 
who works each and every day on behalf of the Muslim Community, I’m grateful to see the support 
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and solidarity from across this city’s faith community.  The speakers in this room know that if 
anyone is unsafe to practice their faith, none of us are safe to practice our faith.  I thank you for 
your time and urge you to seek the swift adoption of this resolution. 

 
 














